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Like Bound Feet and Western Dress

Around 1920, Hsieh Chih-mo, a preeminent modern Chinese poet who was educated at Cambridge sent a letter to his then traditional/conservative Chinese wife, Yu-I, asking for a divorce. In it, he described their relationship as‘. . . like bound feet and Western dress . . .’ (p. 126).  This divorce is also considered to be China’s first Western-style divorce(Chang, 1996).  In fact, the divorce was only an excuse for Hsieh to be with his much-Westernised Chinese girl friend, Lin Huijin, one of those girls who ‘threw their heads back when they laughed or wore skirts that revealed their ankles’ (Chang, 1996, p. 120)f.  A century later, bound feet have disappeared from China, and yet cultural shocks of a different kind are still felt, although in different types of incarnations. 

The First Little Emperors in the Postmodern(Eas)t Mall

In 1979, China implemented the one-child policy, which has prevented more than 300 million births and had a profound effect on virtually every aspect of Chinese life (Falbo et al., 1989).  These singletons have been called ‘Little Emperors’ because of their difficult behaviour and have been described as ‘spoilt’ or ‘materialistic’ (Fong, 2002; Jing, 2000).  Creating a new demographic, the first generation of ‘Little Emperors’ has now come of age as consumers in their own right.  Having only one child in the family unit is a shock to the historically close-knit society of China (Fei, 1992; Hsu, 1985), where jia (family) plays a pivotal role in society and in the culture as a whole (Joy, 1991).  Furthermore, guanxi, or social networking, has also been distorted (Hwang, 1987). 
The first generation of singletons grew up with the reality of living in the third world while reaching out towards a first-world fantasy (Won, 2004/2005).  The postmodern revelation of reality and hyper-reality (Baudrillard, 1998) is thus evidenced.  Following the postmodern ethos, their symbolic project of self (Thompson, 1995) can be projected through consumption  Central to the idea of postmodern marketing is the consumption of symbolic meaning in the construction of the self.  In the West, the omnipotence of marketing has overshadowed or even championed traditional social and political institutional forces (Cova, 1997; Firat and Venkatesh, 1995).  The market or marketing has become a new site in which people generate values and even the meanings of life (Bocock, 1993; Taylor and Brown, 1988).

This omnipotence is now being tested in the new world bazaar that is China.  No one can deny the strength and attractiveness of China as a market.  However, the profile of ‘the consumer’ is still an unknown concept in China – lost in the mist of marketing.  In spite of seemingly prolific studies, little is known about consumer demographics.  In the top academic journals, consumer research is still dominated by studies in the West, with most of the interpretations of the Chinese consumer constituting a raw transplantation of Western ideologies.  Further complicating the picture, there is no study on the first generation of the one-child policy. On the one hand, this generation is the face of a consumer revolution in China (Davies, 2000), and, on the other hand, it is at the juncture of a situation that is characterised by ‘a confusing hybrid of the past and present, socialism and capitalism, traditions and modernity, a chaos of current transformation [and] a coexistence of the first world and the third world together at the same time’ (Won, 2004/2005) (p. 729).

In the West, Arnould and Thompson’s (2005) call for a Consumer Culture Theory (CCT) has met with a significant response from academe.  Only one year after their CCT paper was published in the Journal of Consumer Research, a Consumer Culture Theory Conference was held at the University of Notre Dame.  According to Arnould and Thompson (2005), ‘CCT research is fundamentally concerned with the cultural meanings, sociohistoric influences, and social dynamics that shape consumer experiences and identities in the myriad messy contexts of everyday life’ (p. 875).  A consumer study of the Little Emperor in China falls right into this agenda, as it represents an inquiry into the ‘globalization of consumer culture and its manifestations in less developed countries’ (ibid., p. 876). 

This study utilises the oldest methodology in social science, ethnography.  In 1939, a student from China went to London for research study under Bronislaw Malinowski.  His name was Fei Xiao-tung, and his study is the first-ever ethnographic study with an indigenous perspective (Fei, 1939).  In a similar fashion, and with a semiotic ethos, this study aims to study the consumption patterns of the first generation of Little Emperors in China.  Fashion and brands have been chosen as the particular sites of study due to their significance in postmodernism (Barnard, 1996; Elliott and Wattanasuwan, 1998; McCracken, 1988).  The central aims of this thesis are to address the following research areas.

1). Identity constuct of the Little Emperors in the theatre of consumption; 
2) The negotiation of consumption as a new institution versus traditional values at play; and
3). Fashion and brand literacy of the Little Emperors in the interplay of identity construct and other institutional forces from traditional values.





This first Chapter (Chapter 1) provides an introduction to the dissertation.  Chapter 2.1 (Postmodernism) introduces the overarching idea of Postmodernism, which brings out the idea that consumption has become a potent institution.  This is followed by the significance of Fashion (in Chapter 2.2) and Brands (in Chapter 2.3).  Fashion and Brands are chosen because of their symbolic importance for our identities.  A brand is more than product identification, whilst fashion can be more than just clothes in an interdependent society such as China.  In Chapter 2.4, I discuss China as a unique market with a long history of different socio-cultural and historical orientations.  Chapter 2.5 details a new group of consumer in China, the one-child generation, which is a group described as materialistic and as, paradoxically, having first-world expectations and a third world living experience.  Research focus are laid out in Chapter 3.  In Chapter 4,  a summary is given  and it provides details of how the research was conducted and why ethnography was chosen for the study.  The research findings and a discussion are presented in four different sections, which are presented in the form of a story line.  Chapter 5.1 presents the backgrounds of the informants, Chapter 5.2 explores who they are when they go shopping, Chapter 5.3 focuses on their ‘look’, and Chapter 5.4 examines their brands.  Chapter 6 presents the implication of the study and concludes the dissertation.  

In the ‘postmodern(Eas)t mall’, China, the postmodern conditions of the market are in evidence, albeit with an Eastern Twist. Consciously and subconsciously, the first cohort of Little Emperors is using fashion, brands and other consumption-related activities as symbolic resources in the construction of their own identities in their own way.  These singletons may be confused at times by the overflow of commodities/symbols in the marketplace, but in taking up brands and choosing what to wear, they actively and subjectively negotiate the meanings in their consumption.  The confusions – even contradictions – they face in the influx of commodities/signs in the marketplace, however, do not mitigate their satisfaction.  They are even more satisfied with consumption activities that have traditional values at play, through which they gain a very clear idea of who they are and what they expect in their ascribed identities.  In turn, they know how they should behave (consume).  In this connection, a new kind of literacy has developed that is not situated in a brand but has an orientation to the context or field as a whole.  Contextually, this literacy is not about how well one knows a brand, but about how well one knows the whole social text.  Traditional values may appear dogmatic and restrictive, but they are also liberatory, as they create zones of affection in which one can exercise control amongst different zones (choices); with the availability of choices in the marketplace, a sense of freedom ensues.  The holistic nature of their thinking entails a type of outside-in dialectic behaviour in which the singletons think of ‘we’ and ‘they’ first, and then try to situate ‘I’ – their own identities – in the whole context.  In this dialectic thinking, the tension is replaced by reconciling, transcending or even accepting apparent contradictions in the quest for harmony.  Whilst an individual’s seemingly detached, alienated selves appear fragmented in the conventional postmodern sense, these selves can more aptly be described as ‘the layered self’, in which traditional values have strung the layers in a holistic manner.  On the surface, this is a postmodern replica, as it fits in with all of the characteristics of a postmodern society.  However, layers down, the old soul is hanging on strong.  In this connection, a sense of self-discipline or self control has been internalised amongst the participants in this study.  Traditional values do not only discipline them; they have been internalised, and they would feel uncomfortable or even lost without their restraint.  In this study of the first cohort of Little Emperors, consumption itself has yet to become an institution; rather, it remains a means of achieving institutional values.  Desire is regulated and consumption is controlled, and thus a greater level of personal satisfaction ensues.  



































This chapter introduces the idea of postmodernism, which is intended to be the backdrop of this dissertation.  The history of postmodernism will be described, and its influence in the area of marketing will be depicted, particularly where the market has become a site of symbolic resources for identity construction.  In China, traditional values are being tested by the omnipotence of consumption culture in the context of postmodernism.  Postmodernism may sound like something new and provocative, but, however illusive and elusive, many of its ideas are nothing new in Chinese culture. 

Talk Doesn’t Cook Rice

‘Talk doesn’t cook rice’ is a Chinese proverb that David Glen Mick (Mick, 2006), the past president of the Association of Consumer Research, quoted to urge consumer researchers to take action on a new agenda in consumer research.  This agenda, entitled ‘Transformative Consumer Research’ has the long-standing aim of ‘solving real problems’ and ‘enhancing consumer welfare’.  Most of the agenda items, however, are very postmodern in nature. 

Postmodernism – Fashionable Nonsense

In 1996, Alan Sokal (1996), a professor of physics at New York University, tried an unorthodox and provocative experiment: he submitted a paper to a fashionable US Cultural Studies journal, Social Text.  The article was ‘chock-full of absurdities and blatant non-sequiturs . . . [with] a series of stunning leaps of logic . . .’ (Sokal and Bricmont, 1998, p. 2).  The paper was accepted and even published in a Social Text special issue on postmodernism.  Sokal immediately revealed the hoax, which provoked  a firestorm of reaction from the popular press and academe (Sokal and Bricmont, 1998).

This is the famous Sokal’s Hoax incident.  Ironically, the incidence itself has very postmodern characteristics: ‘parody, pastiche, irony, playfulness, and the celebration of a surface “depthlessness” . . .’ (Featherstone 1991a, p. 7).  Although I am not personally acquainted with many physicists, Sokal is surely one of the most practical of postmodern physicists.  Detweiler and Taylor (2004) have posited that postmodernism is no longer just philosophical thought, but a lived reality: ‘Most people have not read the philosophical ideas behind postmodern theory; they simply experience them’ (p. 24).  This is the hegemony of postmodernism: like it or not, we are part of it; and the chances are that the more you try to get away from it, the more you are in it.

What is Postmodernism? 

The term postmodernism was first used by Federico de Onis in the 1930s to indicate a minor reaction to modernism (Hassan, 1985).  As Featherstone (1991, p. 7) writes: ‘The term became popular in the 1960s in New York when it was used by artists, writers, and critics . . . to refer to a movement beyond the “exhausted” high modernism which was rejected because of its institutionalization in the museum and the academy. It gained wider usage in architecture, the visual and performing arts, and music in the 1970s and 1980s . . . .’  In the late twentieth century, postmodernist thinking became evident in a range of academic specialisations, such as sociology, psychology, anthropology and media studies (Brown, 1993; Firat and Venkatesh, 1995; Lash and Urry, 1994). Bauman (1995) suggested that ‘postmodernism is modernism coming to terms with its limitations’, whilst Jencks (1987) posited that postmodernism is a radical extension and maturing of modernism.  Jameson (1984, p. 113) wrote that ‘[postmodernism] is, . . . at least in my use, a periodizing concept whose function is to correlate the emergence of new formal features in culture with the emergence of a new type of social life and a new economic order – what is often euphemistically called modernization, post-industrial or consumer society, the society of the media or the spectacle, or multinational capitalism . . .’. 

Although lacking in clarity and far from settled, most authorities (Brown, 1993; Featherstone, 1991; Jencks, 1987)  would agree that postmodernism is a reaction to modernism or modernity. Referring to Hall et al. (1990) and Turner (1969), Brown (1993) stated that 

modernity comprised an extensive effort to develop rational science, universal laws, absolute truths and through the accumulation of objective knowledge, overthrow the irrationality of myth and religion. . . .  Postmodernism is characterized by the celebration of skepticism, subversiveness, irony, anarchy, playfulness, paradox, style, spectacle, self-referentiality and, above all, by hostility towards generalizations. . . . (p. 21).  

This is because the world is changing so rapidly. This is a ‘runaway world’, as Giddens (2002) described it.  To Detweiler and Taylor (2004), ‘“[p]ostmodernism” is a quantum leap into a new world of ideas, values, and ethics’. (p. 24)
Postmodern Marketing

In response to this ‘quantum leap’, marketing researchers really have ‘Take(n) a Hike’ (Zaltman, 2003).  A vibrant discussion in the postmodern context has ensued (e.g., Brown, 1993; Domzal and Kernan, 1993; Elliott, 1999; Joy and Venkatesh, 1994) In a seminal paper that appeared in the Journal of Consumer Research, Firat and Venkatesh (1995, p. 229) grouped the most important postmodern conditions into five categories: hyperreality, fragmentation, the reversal of consumption and production, the decentring of the subject and paradoxical juxtapositions (of opposites). 

To explain, with regard to hyperreality, we are living in a world of simulation (Baudrillard, 1983).  A simulation is characterised by a chain of endless significations wherein a signifier is replaced by another signifier in continuous interplay (Derrida, 1970).  One analogy is that ‘[m]arketing is constantly involved in the creation of more real than real’ (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995, p. 252).  This is well exemplified by the simulated images in theme parks.  In the market, ‘consumption experiences are multiple, disjointed’ (ibid.).  We have a fragmented self (Giddens, 1991).  This fragmentation could be symbolically represented in the marketplace; for example, it is fashionable today to wear an Armani jacket (a professional symbol) with a pair of slashed jeans (a working class symbol).  The idea of the reversal of consumption and production is illustrated by the fact that ‘consumers are active producers of symbols’ (Firat and Venkatesh, p. 252).  As Detweiler and Taylor (2004, p. 239) observed, ‘Religious imagery and rituals have been turned into lifestyle choice[s]’.  It is nothing new today to wear a cross as a fashion statement and to burn candles and incense to create a peaceful environment in our homes.  Today, ‘an authentic self is displaced by a made-up self’, and this decentred subject is made possible with consumption, as is well evidenced amongst the subculture groups around us (Elliott and Davies, 2005).  Not only fragmented images, but also opposing images, which are an illustration of paradoxical juxtapositions, are in evidence.  For example, we feel that a sexy Häagen-Dazs advertisement is perfectly normal (Elliott and Ritson, 1995) 

These postmodern conditions, however, are heavily grounded in the idea that the world is overflowing with images (Baudrillard, 1998; Debord, 1977; Lash and Urry, 1994) and that consumers no long consume products for their material utilities but consume the symbolic meaning of those products as portrayed in their images  (Baudrillard, 1998; Elliott, 1999)

Symbolic Meaning of Consumption

According to Simmel (1990) in The Philosophy of Money, whilst consumers traditionally viewed the objects of consumption in terms of their particular qualities, the exchange of money has reoriented consumer perceptions towards viewing objects quantitatively based on their exchange value. This perception can be subjective and relative (Douglas and Isherwood, 1996).  In 1959, Sidney Levy (1959) advocated the importance of symbols in consumption, but placed equal significance on the functional and symbolic attributes of consumption.  Douglas and Isherwood (1996, p. 2), for their part, see ‘[g]oods as an information system’. 





In a paper entitled ‘From Sanitation to Liberation?: The Modern and Postmodern Marketing of Menstrual Products’, the philosopher Shelley Park (1996) noted that ‘[e]arly manufacturers of menstrual products explicitly marketed their wares as “hygienic,” emphasizing a woman’s need for sanitary protection, but today’s sales pitch typically emphasizes “freedom” and a woman’s need for liberation’ (p. 149).  This study has indeed captured the spirit of a postmodern market: liberating (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995), discovery-orientated (Wells, 1993), very feminine (Woodruff, 1997) and unconventional.  Park’s study explored the changes over the years in the symbolic meanings that were being consumed (Baudrillard, 1998) in light of different socio-cultural orientations.  Interestingly enough, no academic papers on marketing were mentioned in her study, although Foucault was mentioned many times in support of different arguments.  This really is a case of ‘intellectual peripheral vision’, as Zaltman (2000) advocated for the future direction of consumer research.

Coincidentally, in 1995 Firat and Venkatesh (1995) demonstrated ‘that postmodern developments offer alternate visions of the consumption process that have an emancipatory potential’ (p. 239).  In Escape from Freedom (1941), Fromm argued that it is our fear of being an outsider or outcast that keeps us from stepping into the unknown.  As Cherrier and Murray (2004) wrote: ‘After all, the constraint is only noticed when one deviates, if one is conforming then one feels free.  Every new step contains the danger of failure.  Freedom therefore involves the existential burden of reflection, anxiety, and choice.  The only way to relieve this burden is to escape from freedom and conform to the code’ (p. 518).  One will feel disenfranchised if this conformity is absent (Baudrillard, 1975).  Referring to Baudrillard’s (1975, p. 134) ‘zone of affection’, Fromm noted that ‘life thus becomes an all-consuming struggle to move from the “zone of disaffection” to the perceived non-alienated zone of affection’ (as quoted in Cherrier and Murray [2004, p. 519]). 

In searching for this ‘zone of affection’, the consumer engages in a ‘relentless search for difference’ (Elliott, 1999, p. 115).  This parallels Bourdieu’s (1998) idea of ‘distinction’.  As Douglas and Isherwood (1996) have contended, people use goods to ‘exclude and include’.  The distinction, however, is created through ‘. . . sets of preferences [that] are socially organized through “habitus” or structures of predispositions’ (Slater, 1997, p. 159).  The role of consumption is increasingly important in the habitus, as it ‘communicates social meaning, and is the site of struggles over social distinction’ (Corrigan, 1997, p. 32).  What is liberating for the consumers of today is that they have the freedom to choose between conformity or difference in a discourse of different ‘lifestyles (Featherstone, 1991), ‘systems of objects’ (Baudrillard, 1981) or ‘pastiches’ (Featherstone, 1991).  The individual has discretion over the ‘choice’ (freedom) of the ‘zone of affection’, as long as he or she feels comfortable with ‘conformity’.

Consumption can allow people to achieve freedom or emancipation momentarily, ‘to escape from aversive self-awareness by focusing attention on the immediate past’ (Elliott, 1999, p. 116).  The individual may use low cognitive narrowing to focus on concrete, low-level thinking (Baumeister, 1991).  Referring to the consumption experience, Elliott  (1999, p. 116) explained that ‘one aspect of cognitive narrowing is the deconstruction of events by stripping them of their high-level symbolic meaning constructs, leaving mere stimuli’.  For example, in a mundane life, we could have a temporary sense of freedom or liberation when we are in the flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) of a shopping experience.  Maclaran and Brown (2005) described this best with their observation that the utopian experience of the shopping mall is ‘being anywhere, buying uniformity, and betraying culture’ (p. 320).

Referring to Aristotle, Aldridge (2003) argued that ‘consumption delivers only pleasure, not happiness.  But happiness, not pleasure is the final goal of human life, and only virtuous people can be happy’ (p. 9).  It is contended that in postmodernity, consumers are liberated.  With more freedom, even in day-to-day life, we can take temporary refuge in utopia – the shopping mall (Maclaran and Brown, 2005).  Pleasure can be a chain of different kinds of excitement.  In addition, marketing has evolved into a new institution that offers channels for happiness.

Marketing – A New Institution 

In the Philosophy of Money, Simmel (1990) elaborated on the deep connection between money and religion.  Both seek to reconcile differences through abstraction by separating themselves from a particular time and place.  Simmel made the assertion that consumerism is a worthy replacement for religion.  Firat and Venkatesh (1995) even proclaimed that marketing is a postmodern institution: ‘Modern social and political institutions have been under attack from the postmodernist and other countermodern discourses, they have lost the confidence of their constituencies. . . .  The void created by their dissolution has been filled in largely by the market’ (p. 245).  Bouchet (1994) asserted that ‘marketing has a central position and a great responsibility for the further developments of postmodern society.  It could be more reflective, reflexive, and considerate if it utilized an analysis of postmodernity in order to reconsider its role in contemporary society’ (p. 421).   

Araujo (1999) has suggested that traditionally, “a society’s political and social institutions provide a structure by which order can emerge and uncertainty can be reduced.” (p. 89) With the trust in this context, individuals could rely on the “order” and pursued a “meaningful life” (Baumeister, 1995) within it.  In postmodernity, however, trust in these so-called traditional institutions or values became displaced, shifting to abstract systems and institutions. (Gidden, 1990) In line with this thinking, Cova (1997) contended that in postmodernity there was a “severe social dissolution” (p. 300) and “traditionl forms of communal mediation” (p. 298) (i.e. family, village, religion..) are being challenged in the face of a new institution, consumption/marketing.  On the other hand,  Firat and Dholakia (2006) argued that “ Marketing has emerged as the principal mode of modern business relationships and eventually as the mode of all relationships that all insitutions have with their constituencies....Mondern marketing is, thus, the articulation of how modern institutions could fulfill the modern ideal: serving citizens ….in realizing their desires toward the betterment of human lives.. (p. 124) The “totalizing” and “growing influence” (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995) of the markets has caused consumers to split off into more isolated groups, which has undermined the importance of institutions, such as community.  The omnipotence of the market or of consumption as an institution is well exemplified by idea that, as consumers avow their existence (Elliott and Ritson, 1995; Thompsonand Locander and Polio, 1989) through consumption/the market, the market has become a prime site for the project of the self. (e.g. Brown, 1993;  Elliott, 1999; Thompson, 1995) 

A Monolithic Institution 

Cherrier and Murray (2004) elaborated on Baudrillard’s view of marketing as a tool to increase consumption for capitalist exploitation.  Marketing creates a logic of signs and codes that has no other virtue but to serve a system of competitive power, where consumer needs are purely dominated, they however, further stating: 

Under this logic of signs and codes, marketing seeks to create aspirational images and desires that have a hold on the most vibrant, immediate sense of what consumers must pursue for themselves, of who they should be, and of what they should buy to be happy, successful, and admired. . . .  As individuals become seduced by the desire for particular styles of consumption, they become dependent on objects.  In order to feed this dependency, they must conform.  Thus, as consumers fulfill socially sanctioned “needs” they reproduce the conditions for their own domination.  Here, the consumer is determined, controlled, and even alienated by marketing practices (p. 520). 

The scenario that is created is rather pessimistic.

A Democratic Institution 

Francois Lyotard (1984) suggested that a hallmark of the postmodern age is that previously unheard voices can be heard and can influence society.  In The World of Good, Douglas and Isherwood (1996) asserted that ‘there is a comprehensive, fundamental set of human wants which concerns control of other humans (and also escape from being controlled)(p. xxvi).  Along with other conventional socio-cultural institutions, the market is (at least seemingly) the only institution over which people can exercise control or influence.

Concerns have been raised that conventional socio-cultural institutional confidence/influences will be lost (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995).  The truth is that an institutional level of symbolic interaction is seen in postmodernity; the meanings produced are in play to ‘construct, maintain . . . communicate . . . cement’ at the institutional level (Elliott, 1997, p. 285)    In China, after decades of isolation, ‘when bowling alleys first appeared in Shenzhen and offered exotic, sophisticated entertainment, those who could afford the exorbitant charges did not use the cost as a means to exclude others.  On the contrary, they deliberately used their ability to play host as part of a strategy to advance their careers and gain protection from government bureaucrats’ (Davies, 1992, p. 15).  Some scholars believe that, without consumption, traditional culture would totally disappear.  For example, the ‘“authentic” traditional cultures of Bali, Indonesia, of Rajasthan, India, or of Native Americans in the U.S. can only muster the resources to maintain themselves by becoming tourist attractions’ (Bengtsson and Firat, 2006, p. 239). 





The postmodern conditions that best describe the consumer are fragmentation and decenteredness (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995).  Lyotard (1984) has viewed postmodernism in terms of fragmentation, that is, the coming into existence of different viewpoints and realities.  He does not view fragmentation in negative terms, but sees it as an escape from the repressive uniformity of modernism.  Fragmentation is always discussed, if not in terms of helplessness (e.g., Gergen, 1991; Giddens, 2002; Unamuno, 1962), then in terms of the passivity of individuals.  In the main, this is because of the quantum leap in ideas and values; to fit in, individuals become fragmented or even detached.

It is argued that this fragmented self can be viewed as a kind of ‘individualism’ (Cova, 1999), that the feeling of community and belonging can still be achieved ‘with the search for the social link . . . through shared emotions, style of life, new moral beliefs, senses of injustice – and consumption practices’ (p. 67).  However transitional, the social links of the individual are still in place.

However, with the ‘ritualization’ (McCracken, 1988) and loaded ‘meanings of objects’ around us, we are able to realise our ‘possible selves’ (Markus and Nurius, 1986) through consumption.  The concept of ‘one self’ is only a manifestation of the repression of the traditional socio-cultural structure.  Hsu (1972) described the Chinese as being ‘emotionally layered’.  Whilst self can be viewed as a collection of masks, each tied to a particular set of social circumstances (Gergen, 1972), in the historical context, ‘identity was not so much an issue; when societies were more stable, identity was to a great extent assigned, rather than selected or adopted’ (Markus and Nurius, 1986, p. 367).  In a very uniform society, a person’s ‘real selves’ are hidden in layers, and these ‘selves’ can manifest themselves in different ways.  Extending this idea, a fragmented self is not actually something new; however, only in the postmodern period, through consumption, have our ‘selves’ been liberated and allowed to show themselves.  It may help us to realise our possible selves.  As Markus and Nurius (1986) state, ‘[W]e see not only our present capacities[, but] state . . . our potential: what we hope to become’ (p. 964).  Further, the Chinese are characterised as situation-centred (Hsu, 1972); their behaviour changes with changes in the outside context.  These different types of behaviour may be misconstrued as fragmented selves at a glance, and yet, beneath them, there may be a strong core self at play.

Allport (1937) suggested that there must be something that allows one, when waking up each morning, to be sure that he or she is the same person who went to sleep the night before.  We respond intuitively to our possessions, our belongings, the bed we sleep on, the clothes we wear, the room we are in and so forth. McCracken (1988) put forward the concept of displaced meaning, with objects representing bridges to meanings that cannot be attained in reality: ‘The use of goods to recover displaced meaning is one of the engines of consumption in modern society’ (p. 115).  Lacan (1977a) links the symbolism of the images around us with absence, and Freud (1920) also argued that unfulfilled emotions and feelings could remain in the unconscious and tapped into by consumption activities.  Extending this idea, a more integral self could be achieved with activity in the symbolic meaning of consumption if ‘freedom’ or ‘liberation’ in the market is sustained.

Chinese Postmodernism – Is there a Consumption Culture in China?

In 1985, Frederic Jameson (1984) lectured at Peking University, and postmodernism quickly gained popularity amongst intellectuals in China.  In 1989, a group of Chinese who were strongly interested in postmodernism considered that the ‘Tiananmen Incident’ was comparable to the year 1968 in the West, it being the moment of inception of various postmodern theories in the midst of a global revolution (Jian, 1999).  Postmodernism in China is described as a ‘mirage’ by Wang (1993), when talking about the writers and artists in China.  He further calls for a ‘link between the Chinese avant-garde and postmodernism since the former’s reading experience could very well deliver a postmodern vision that is not based on the postmodern experience.  Younger Chinese artists and writers are quite adept at conjuring up visions of this sort without being able to testify [to] their validity in real life’ (p. 362).  It is surprising to note the similarities when one tries to relate this description to the consumption experience in China.  Consumption used to be only a ‘reading experience’ to the Chinese, without much reference to reality.  This reading experience, in particular the reading of the Western media, has made ‘people continue to desire to be purchasers, consumers, even when they cannot afford to buy all the things and pleasurable experiences which they might wish as a consequence of seeing what is on offer in advertisements” (Bocock, 1993, p. 76 ).  This anxiety and the fantasising about goods, which has been created by their long-term ‘inaccessibility’ (Tse et al., 1989), can help to explain the passion of consumers in China (Davies and Sensenbrenner, 2000).

Today, with the hyper economic and market growth, traditional values are being re-signified.  Market values/meaning and commodity signs or ‘conjured visions’ (Wang, 1993) have filled in the vacuums created by the hyper growth rate.  Because people constantly need meanings to live on (Baumeister, 1991), there has been another kind of revolution, as described by Davies and Sensenbrenner (2000), and this awareness has already elicited concern and discussion amongst academics in China. (e.g., Meng, 2003; Zhang and Bond, 1998).  Meng (2003), a professor at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, has even pronounced that the consumption culture is one of the three dominant cultures in China today and that it is in a dynamic negotiation process with the other two forces, namely, the intellectual force and the force of mainstream culture.  Culturally, intellectuals are respected figures in society, and they influence contemporary social thought.  Meng (2003) writes that ‘they are the vanguard of morality, an interpreter of social values and standard behaviour’ (p. 7).  Mainstream culture, for Meng, refers to socio-political institutional influences.  He expresses anxiety over the ‘moral crisis’ that results from the threat of consumption culture, as the meanings and values of life have become anchored on the ephemerality and superficiality of the market culture.  Everything is now on sale, and material values have overshadowed societal values.  Meng (2003) refers to a 1996 story from the Beijing Youth Newspaper, in which a PhD student at a university in Beijing gave up his studies because he was offered a job as a bank teller in his home town.  The reason the student gave was that he wanted to ‘leave a room of five people and [a] bunk bed in the student dormitory, [and that] the bank [could] offer him a spacious apartment with a steady income.  Further, he was uncomfortable and uncertain about [a] job as a teacher’ (Meng, 2003, p. 36), which he was very likely to have taken up when he had finished university.  Ironically, his topic of study was the impact of Confucian values on contemporary social values.
 
In the wake of the vertigo of postmodernism in China, one of the most studied topics is probably guanxi (e.g., Davies, 1995; Arias, 1998; Butttery and Wong, 1999).  China is a culture that emphasises relationships, and gaunxi is characterised as collectivism or as having an interdependent self (Markus and Kitayama, 1991).  Fiske et al. (1990) posited that in cultures that emphasise relationships, people have different attitudes about the same object or issue when the social situation changes (Marcus et al., 1996).  As ‘the Chinese felt that individuals are part of a closely knit collective [and that] . . . individuals should be guided by the expectation of . . . others, . . . Chinese society made the individual feel very much a part of a large complex, . . . [a] generally benign social organism in which prescriptive role relations were a guide to ethical conduct’ (Marcus et al., 1996, p. 292).  This characteristic is evidenced in the consumer behaviour of the Chinese, which is elaborated on in Chapter 2.4.  For example, Iyengar and Devoe (2003) use the term ‘volitional choosers’ to refer to individuals who perceive choice-making situations as circumstances in which they must identify that which is socially sanctioned.  Their purchases reflect collective ideals more than they do individual needs.  In the postmodern context, the process of the re-signification of meanings thus has a strong socio-cultural orientation.





(Figure 2.1.1 A Shanghainese puts on a business outfit with the brand label still on the sleeve: Liberation, Fragmentation or Integrity?)

Consumption as a New Postmodern Institution

Consumption or marketing has been posited as a new postmodern institution (e.g., Featherstone, 1991; Firat et al., 1995; Taylor and Brown, 1993).  Bouchet (1994) argues that ‘an institution is a collective tool, that is, a tool [for] organising social life.  This kind of tool exists through the representation of it in our minds’ (p. 407).  Yet, further to her discussion, she highlights the significance of imagination: ‘This representation distinguishes human societies from any other animal gathering.  Human beings and human societies exist through [the] imaginary.  The imaginary can be defined as the world of symbols which constitute the system of differences orienting everyday life’ (ibid.)  To live in a society means to live in a world of imaginary signification.  This is an interesting concept if we think of the situation in China.  As previously mentioned, China’s ‘Little Emperors’ are having a third-world experience, and yet they have first-world expectations (imagination). 


Dalai Lama and Baudrillard

Gould (1994) wrote an interesting article on postmodern consumer culture and consciousness with reference to the Tibetan Buddhist view of the nature of the mind.  Referring to different views, including those of the Dalai Lama and Baudrillard, four key ideas of postmodernism were discussed with the teachings of Tibetan Buddhism: hyper-reality, fragmentation, the Blurring of Polarities and the Juxtaposition of Opposites and Anti-Representation. Hyperreality can be related to daily meditation exercises in which ‘the simulacra of the mind seems to be as real as the images of “real life”’(Gould, 1994, p.306-310).  In fragmentation, the content of a Buddhist’s thoughts need not be linked from moment to moment.  In Buddhist practice, one may at certain times imagine the self as male or female, regardless of his or her own sex.  This is an example of the juxtaposition of opposites.  Buddhists are anti-representational; they think that all forms of representation are meaningless.  Buddhism is one of the fundamental philosophies of Chinese culture, along with Taoism and Confucianism (Nisbett, 2003).  Whilst postmodernism is often considered to be something very subversive or even a form of ‘extreme rebellion’ (Heath and Potter, 2005), Gould’s assertion has triggered the notion that this very old Chinese culture may already have a postmodern bearing, although it has been internalized unconsciously.

Talk Doesn’t Cook Rice

When I first read this proverb, I dredged through my decades of Chinese education and reading. I had never heard of it.  I then asked my friends and colleagues; none of them could remember having heard such a proverb, either.  In any case, the message was well received.  It is possible that this proverb exists somewhere in a Chinese classic or that it is not a true Chinese proverb at all.  Nevertheless, the message is still strong.  It is even postmodern: what is most important is the intention and the conclusion; the content has become secondary, as the author of an Internet posting has suggested (www.colorado.edu/English/eng12010mk/pomo2.html).

Conclusion











The omnipotence of consumption culture in an era of postmodernism is underscored – and its possible impact in China speculated upon – in the previous chapter.  This chapter highlights the significance of fashion, and the symbolic meaning of the body as extended to fashion, in consumption culture.  Fashion is more than clothes; it is filled with symbolic meanings.  In postmodernism, fashion is closely related to our own existence.  In our daily presentation of self, it helps us to distinguish ourselves, to conform to social norms.  It can even be a form of social control, which can be an important concern in different socio-cultural contexts.  This idea links up to the discussion of branding in the next chapter.

Fashion with a Postmodern Touch





‘The First Clothes’ is a chapter in Anatole France’s novel, Penguin Island (France, 1909).  The story is about a group of penguins that have been mistakenly baptised by a saint.  As baptism is a rite that is specifically for humans, the baptised penguins present God and His assembly of saints with a dilemma that can be resolved only by transforming the penguins into humans.  Trapped by the logic of His own doctrines, God transforms the penguins reluctantly, ‘since they have been incorporated into the family of Abraham . . . these penguins share the curse of Eve, and they know that they are naked, a thing of which they were ignorant before’ (p. 43).  ‘The novella depicts clothing as the first human hypocrisy, to be followed by a string of others: property, wealth, class, and war. . . .  [I]t is clothing that provokes desire and . . . modesty comes into existence only with the category of sin’ (Barcan, 2004, p. 1).  Barcan refers to this chapter to draw a connection between clothing and ‘the nature of human existence’ (p. 2); human beings are made more complex when the body is clothed.

Fashion and the Body

Pasi Falk (1994) has claimed that ‘the fundamental concept-historical starting point for any examination of the historicity of the human body . . . [is] the relationship between the body and something else: the body as opposed to or distinct from something else’ (p. 45).  Conversely, in thinking of fashion, that something else is the body.  Fashion is described as a second skin (e.g., Rudd and Lennon, 2001; Shim et al., 1991).  Fashion can be viewed as the mediator between the body and the outside world.  We can be anyone we want to be (Featherstone, 1991a) with the choice of our clothes, and yet the body itself, even when it is naked, is nuanced by symbolic meanings.  The whole identity project, the performance of self (Goffman, 1965), is already at work with the body itself.  Baudrillard’s (1999) discussion of the body could easily be mistaken as a discussion of fashion.  The body is ‘objectivized’ (p. 131), represented as fetish, as a ‘forum of signs’ (p. 133).  When his discussion turns to fitness, the body, like fashion, can be designed, trimmed and ‘watched over, reduced and mortified for “aesthetic” ends’ (p. 142).  Wilson (1970) explicitly writes that ‘clothes act as an extension of self and body’ (p. 13).  ‘But without the living body, they [clothes] could not be said fully to exist.  Without movement, they became both oddly abstract and faintly uncanny.  Nothing could have more immediately demonstrated the importance of [the] body in fashion’ (p. 15).

The Symbolic Meaning of the Body

Michel Foucault (1979) has argued that human bodies are disciplined and regulated for different tasks in society.  These ideas are further elaborated and categorised into five areas (Joy and Venkatesh, 1994; Turner, 2000): the reproduction of human populations over time; the restraint of the interior body through discipline; the representation of the exterior body in social space; the articulation of cultural norms and standards; and the development of the meanings and symbolic values associated with the body, both as physical entity and cultural icon.  The importance of the body in the social context is obvious; yet the above five functions are heavily skewed towards the symbolic levels of the body versus the physical level of bodily functions, as Featherstone has pointed out (Featherstone, 1991b).  In their discussion of the body, Joy and Venkatesh (1991) asserted that ‘the person who feels good (inner condition) is the one who looks good (outer body condition)’ (p. 349).  Historically, there has been a gendered interpretation of the body.  For example, the male body is rational, whilst the female body is sexual; the male represents ‘heat and energy’ and the female represents ‘coolness’.  In art, the female body is the representation of nature, truth and the sublime.  Joy and Venkatesh (1991) have expressed doubts as to ‘whether marketing/consumer culture could survive without the millions of dollars spent annually promoting body culture’ (p. 337).  It has been observed that the symbolic meaning of the body has long been used in the marketplace (Featherstone, 1991b).  Thompson and Hirschman (2005) believe that ‘consumers’ experiences and perceptions of their bodies should have profound influences on their consumption behaviors and the meanings attributed to products and services relevant to body image issues’ (p. 141).  For example, images of body builders with washboard abdominal muscles, massive chests and inflated shoulders are used to advertise goods from cars to underwear (Pope et al., 2000).  A study on an extreme kind of body consumption – people undergoing plastic surgery for different reasons – was conducted by Schouten.  By changing certain body parts, a person ‘can reassert control symbolically over another aspect her body’ (Schouten, 1991, p. 419).  Furthermore, ‘[p]lastic surgery and other goods and services, such as clothing, cosmetics, exercise equipment, and weight-loss programs provide some direct control over the physical appearance and, through it, may provide greater power or confidence in social, occupational, or intimate relationships’ (p. 422). 
Individual body parts, and, from parts to the whole, are intertextualised with different symbolic meanings (e.g., Elliott and Elliott, 2005; Thompson and Hirschman, 1995; Turner, 1984).  Our society’s attitudes, rules and conventions surrounding the body are riddled with contradictions, complexities and disavowals.  As Erving Goffman (1965) put it, our attitudes to the exposure of the body are a set of ‘jumbled attitudes and rationalizations’ (p. 50).  The meanings of these jumbled factors are, however, transitory, on a trajectory (Appadurai, 1986) and are embedded in a socio-cultural context.  This is particularly salient in the increasing importance of representations of the male body over time (Elliott and Elliott, 2005). The complexity is more pronounced when the body is clothed (Barcan, 2004).   

Williamson (1985) includes a vivid description of her wardrobe: 





Titbits from an Early Study – Why Humans Wear Clothing

Early writing on fashion can be traced back to the thirteenth century, and writings to explain fashion date back as early as the sixteenth century (Johnson et al., 2003).  Michel de Montaigne (1575) attempted to explain why humans wear clothing.  He stated that ‘the naked state’ is the natural condition, and that unclothed humans, like all living things, do not need artificial protection from the effects of the physical environment (p. 225).  His work is an early attempt to offer an explanation within a cultural perspective.  Montaigne’s discussion of why humans wear clothing focuses on a major theme: natural versus man-made laws.  Centuries later, this theme is still the overarching one in studies of fashion and clothing (e.g., Barnard, 1996; Entwistle, 2000; Simmel, 1997).  In the postmodern discourse, the socio-cultural context is critical to the understanding of fashion, which is in the realm of man-made laws.   

Etymology of Fashion – It is both a Verb and a Noun

Barnard (1996) began his discussion of fashion with an etymology of fashion.  He noted that, in The Oxford English Dictionary, fashion has nine senses.  These nine senses may be reduced to two main senses: fashion as a noun and a verb.  As a verb, fashion has the sense of activity; as a noun, it is mostly synonymous with ‘clothes’ or ‘clothing’.  Extending this idea, ‘the words “ adornment”, “style”, “dress”, and “ clothing”, can also be used as either verbs or nouns’ (Barnard, 1996, p. 8). In Fashion as Communication (Barnard, 1996), Barnard spends a great deal of effort defining and analysing the subject.  It is interesting to note that, in all of the subtopics of his book, fashion and clothing are always used in pairs.  The only exception is the title.  This sometimes makes the book awkward to read.  Fashion is always studied by what is consumed and how it is consumed (e.g., Bourdieu, 1998; McCracken and Roth, 1989; Simmel, 1997).  Implicitly, and even practically, fashion has always been perceived as both a verb and a noun.  It is even contended that the ritual (McCracken, 1988) and the performance (Goffman, 1965) are even more important than the ‘things’ (the clothes).  

Aesthetisation of Lifestyle 

In the chapter on postmodernism, it is contended that consumption can allow people to achieve freedom or emancipation, that consumption has become a new institution.  Faurschou (1988) claims that the main characteristics of postmodernism are ‘implicit in the very principles of an expanding fashion culture’ (p. 79).  She believes that the chaotic, fragmented and elusive nature of the fashion commodity ‘constitutes an exemplary site for postmodernity’ (ibid.).  From another perspective, fashion is a creative site in which people turn life into a work of art through their own will.  Featherstone (1991a) refers to this as the ‘aesthetization of lifestyle’ (p. 66).

Thorstein Veblen (1899) regarded functional simplicity as the highest aesthetic attainment.  This idea of functional simplicity, however, can never be simple in this ‘postmodern vertigo’, which is characterised by superfluous consumption (Douglas and Isherwood, 1996).  Through consumption, people strive to construct their own identities (Eccles et al., 2001) and are in a simultaneous state of ‘fragmented’ (Giddens, 1991) and ‘saturated’ (Gergen, 1991) self/ves.  Baudrillard (1983) posited that art ceases to be a separate enclaved reality; rather, it enters into production and reproduction so that everything, ‘even if it be the everyday and banal reality, falls by this token under the sign of art, and becomes aesthetic’ (p. 151).  Cova and Svanfeldt (1993) attributed the aesthetisation of everyday life to two parallel movements: aesthetic hedonism and the trivialisation of art.  Consequent to this ‘is an indistinctiveness between the artist and the industrialist’ (p. 298).  This indistinctiveness can be extended to the consumer in view of the creativity involved in consumption (Elliott and Ritson, 1997).  Therefore, we are in the kind of situation described by Ewens and Ewens  (1982): ‘Today there is no fashion: there are only fashions . . . no rules, only choices . . . everyone can be anyone’ (pp. 249-51). Featherstone (1991a) further stated that, ‘the long-held fashion code[s] have been violated’ (p. 83).  ‘[T]he new heroes of consumer culture make lifestyle a life project and display their individuality and sense of style in the particularity of the assemblage of goods, clothes, practices, experiences, appearance and bodily dispositions they design together into a lifestyle’ (p. 86).  In an era of empty selves (Cushman, 1990), in which alienation and the loss of community can be solved by ‘lifestyle’ (Elliott, 1997) , fashion can be therapeutic

A Fashion System of Meaning in an Interpretive Community

Body enclosure has long been discussed as one of the main functions of clothing (Musa and Roach, 1973).  Seymour (1986) has argued that, ironically, the fig leaf, which adorns many classical sculptures, particularly the bodies of Adam and Eve as depicted in many artworks, functions as a representation or cultural equivalent of the genitals and thus actually serves to identify male and female power.  McCracken and Roth (1989) contended that clothing is a means of communication that relies on a ‘code’, but that a clothing code is not uniformly known in the community that uses it.  Baudrillard (1981) referred to fashion as a ‘compulsion to innovate signs . . . apparently and perpetual production [of] meaning – a kind of meaning drive’ (p. 79).  According to McCracken and Roth, (1988), fashion is one of the two major conduits (the other is advertising) by which abstract cultural meanings and values become concretely embodied.  Both advertising and the fashion system are instruments for the transfer of meaning from the culturally and historically constituted world to consumer goods.  Through the fashion system, ‘the objects of our world carry such a richness, variety, and versatility of meaning and can serve us so variously in acts of self-definition and social communication’ (McCracken, 1988, p. 83).  McCracken have also attempted to model the movement of meanings, in a very linear manner, from the culturally constituted world to consumer goods, and then from consumer goods to the individual consumer: consumption is ‘structural and dynamic’ (p. 72).  There are many challenges, however, to this structural approach.  Holt (1997) has posited that meanings are dependent on context; the meaning of a particular cultural product is constructed through a ‘cultural process known as intertextuality – by metaphoric, imagistic, and narrative association with other cultural objects and practices that are part of the historically accumulated cultural resources of a collectivity. Thus, meanings are often conceived as endlessly referring symbolic chains’ (p. 329).  Furthermore, the ‘meanings of objects and actions are never structured by a single abstracted semiotic system’ (Holt, 1997, p. 329).  These poststructuralist tenets have been bolstered by Applbaum and Jordt (1996), who modestly claimed to have extended McCracken’s structural approach by ‘discerning different constellations of meaning that have come to be attached to commodities according to variations in the cultural environment’ (p. 204).  However, in the conclusion of the same study, they posit that ‘the consumer is a complex actor trying to satisfy diverse, multidimensional, often contradictory goals in a splendidly variegated range of settings’ (p. 216).  Thompson and Haytko (1997), in contrast, have explicitly stated their objection to McCracken’s argument.  They stated that 

fashion meanings are not simply accepted or rejected on the basis of their fit with the prevailing cultural norms and conventional symbolic association.  Rather, the meanings conveyed terrain that consumers rework in terms of their localized knowledge and value systems.  This active reworking is further shaped by the consumer’s desire to construct self-identities through fashion discourses.  This constructed identity is a socially negotiated one involving interpretations about one’s social affiliations and contradistinctions to other social types (p. 38).  

This resonates greatly amongst Chinese consumers, as they are situation centred (Hsu, 1972) and quite conscious of their social selves (Iyengar et al., 1999), that is, their social affiliation or the social type they belong to will have a strong bearing on their ‘look’.  Chinese consumers are further elaborated on in Chapter 2.4. 





Allport (1937) suggested that there must be something that allows a person, upon awakening each morning, to be sure that he or she is the same person who went to sleep the night before and that one of the possible responses is clothing – that is, the clothes you are wearing and the clothes that you are going to wear each day.  Bliss (1916) introduced the idea of humans as incomplete and unfinished beings compared to the rest of nature.  She suggested that dress embodies and reflects unconscious or subconscious ideals and argued that the history of dress is a process of humans striving for the perfect ‘human costume’ (p. 226).  She further suggested that a change in clothing signifies a change in mental outlook.  Fashion, however, means more for Crawley (1912).  It is a ‘second skin’ (p. 4) that allows people not only to adapt to their environment, but to have mastery over it.  The consumption of fashion has been related to existential issues (Murray, 2002; Thompson and Haytko, 1997).  ‘Fashion is described as intertextual, consisting of hegemonic and nonhegemonic discourses.  Consumers find meaning by selecting fashion statements that align them with specific cultural values and subject positions’ (Cherrier and Murray, 2004, p. 437).  In its original sense, fashion refers to the idea of a fetish; and fashion and clothing are perhaps the most fetishised commodities produced and consumed within capitalist society (Barnard, 1996).  In Marxist theory, commodity fetishism is a state of social relations that has arisen in capitalist market-based societies, in which social relationships are transformed into apparently objective relationships between commodities or money.  Sigmund Freud extended the idea further with the concept of sexual fetishism, which led to a new interpretation of commodity fetishism, one that avows a sexual relationship between object and person (Gemerchak, 2004).  To different degrees, fashion and clothing are always mentioned in studies of extreme forms of consumption behaviour, whether compensatory (Woodruffe, 1997), addictive (Eccles et al., 2001) or compulsive (O'Guinn and Faber, 1989).  In O’Guinn and Faber’s (1989) study of compulsive buying, they wrote that ‘[t]he type of items purchased most frequently were clothing and cosmetics’(p. 154).  Thompson et al (2005) have contended that even the mundane consumer choices made in everyday life can shape the way in which consumers understand themselves and the lives they lead.  The practice of existential consumption (which most of the time involves fashion) allows individuals to exert a limited amount of control over their environment and to consciously engage in the development of self identity (Elliott et al., 2001).  This link between a sense of existence and fashion is well exemplified by the transcription of a study by Elliott et al. ( 2001).  As one of the informants stated:

I’m aware of where I am – the surroundings and all the beautiful clothes – and nothing else seems to matter (Female: 41Years) (p. 59). 






On the morning of 18 April 1994, Kurt Cobain, the lead singer of Nirvana, one of the most important bands of the 1990s, committed suicide in Seattle.  In their analysis of the incident, Heath and Potter (2005) argued that Cobain was the ‘victim of a false idea – the idea of counter culture’ (p. 16).  His music, which used to be classified as ‘hardcore’, was rebranded and sold to the masses as ‘grunge’.  Its popularity was a constant embarrassment to Cobain.  When the album Nevermind began to outsell Michael Jackson, the band made a concerted effort to lose fans.  Their follow-up album, In Utero, was obviously intended to be difficult, inaccessible music.  The album went on to reach number one on the Billboard charts.  Heath and Potter (2005) remarked on ‘[t]he idea that you had to be unpopular in order to be authentic’ (p. 16).  In fact, authenticity is important in the performance of identity.  In what Thornton (1996) calls ‘taste cultures’, it is important for one to be accepted, respected or even rejected by others (Eccles et al., 2001). 

George Dearborn (1918), a guru in the applied psychology of clothing, has maintained that ‘one’s clothes are one of the important things that intervene between the individual personality and his environment and you understand life itself in a sense is a reaction of an individual to his environment’ (p. 4).  Simmel (1997) has argued that ‘the practical existence of humanity is absorbed in the struggle between individuality and generality, that at almost every point of our existence the obedience of law is valid for everyone’ (p. 211).  ‘[If] you cannot become a unity yourself, then join a unity as a serving partner’ (p. 217).  

Fashion seems to be about individuality, about standing out from the crowd.  ‘It seems to be about change, the constant unraveling of the new and the display of the inventive.  But often its effect is the reverse: it maintains the status quo and encourages conformity and uniformity‘ (Finkelstein, 1998, p. 4).  In studies of different subculture groups (e.g., Elliott and Davies, 2005; Goulding and Follet, 2002; Schouten and McAlexander, 1995; Thornton, 1996), the informants’ consciousness of a style repertoire was obvious.  A style repertoire is defined as ‘an assemblage of material resources, used as props to support actions and behaviors that communicate style and membership’ (Elliott and Davies, 2005, p. 159).  Further, the logic of ‘collective individuality’ is an overarching key theme for all alternative-style micro-groups (ibid., p. 158).  Simmel (1997) made the ironic observation that ‘fashion is one of the strangest sociological combinations in that an act, which exclusively serves to emphasize and increase the significance of the actor, nevertheless attains this goal just as exclusively in the pleasure of the visual delight it offers to others, and in their gratitude’ (p. 206). 

This sense of uniformity and individuality can be perceived as a dialectic between the self and society.  When ‘surrendering aspects of the self to the social group by the purchase and display of shared consumption symbols, the individual may experience painful threats to their self identity which may be in conflict with their adopted symbol’ (Ritson et al., 1996, p. 130).  In this connection, fashion has become an exemplary site of the struggle between uniformity and individuality.  Baudrillard (1981) refers to the ‘logic of fashion’ as the ‘logic of differentiation’ (p. 99).  In this analogy, the cultural bearing on the sense of self and society can be a strong factor in each individual’s choice of fashion in the struggle between uniformity and individuality.

Disciplinary Gaze versus a Presentation of Self

‘Disciplinary gaze’ was the term used by Foucault (1979) to characterise a type of social control that ensues from the feeling of being under constant surveillance.  Under these conditions, the individual becomes his or her own agent of surveillance and conforms to normative conventions even when not actually observed by others.  The concept originated in the planning of the design of a prison advocated by the eighteenth-century social philosopher Jeremy Bentham.  In the planned layout, inmates were to be isolated in individual cells that could be monitored from a central observation point.  Importantly, the cells were designed so that the inmates could not tell whether they were actually being observed.  The intended effect was that inmates would act as though they were always being monitored and, as a consequence, become their own disciplinarians.  Referring to Foucault’s disciplinary gaze, Thompson and Hirschman asserted that ‘[t]he disciplinary gaze is an objectifying and moralistic one that exists everywhere and nowhere. That is, it is diffused throughout our tacit cultural knowledge on how we should look, our nearly automatic tendency to observe and categorize a person as attractive, unattractive, overweight, and so on, and the pervasive feeling of anxiousness and even guilt that can so often affect a person who recognizes that s/he has deviated from a disciplinary norm’ (Thompson, 1995, p. 149).  Thompson and Hirschman, in particular, have tried to contrast the disciplinary gaze with Goffman’s (1973) dramaturgical presentation of the self, which is a popular model in identity management.  In the framework of the disciplinary gaze, the assumption is that ‘behaviors unfold within a self-disciplinary matrix’ (Thompson, 1995, p. 149), whilst in Goffman’s, the emphasis is on the public stages of the roles that actors enter and exit.  These roles are calculated and consonant with the desired goals of the actors.  As Goffman put it, an actor is ‘expressing himself in a given way solely in order to give the kind of impression to others that is likely to evoke from them a specific response he is concerned to obtain’ (Goffman, 1973, p. 17).

In the West, an individual is generally identified as a separate entity, a decision-making unit, whilst ‘many Asian cultures have distinct conceptions of individuality that insist on the fundamental relatedness of individuals to each other’ (Markus and Kitayama, 1991, p. 224).  In China, the notion of complementarity between the self and others has deep cultural and philosophical roots: both Taoism and Confucianism recognise the interdependent self, but in the former it is complemented by nature and in the latter by other human beings (Ames, 1994; Tu, 1994).  Ho (1975) and Hsu (1985) have observed that, amongst the Chinese, it is more of a virtue to meet the expectations of others than it is to act in accordance with one’s own wishes.  Also, gratitude is essential, yet can be extended through generations.  To subordinate one’s own rights and to conform to others is one way of maintaining a harmonious society and the appropriate arrangement of interpersonal relationships (Abbott, 1970).  It is interesting to note that this seeming subordination of individual rights is how the Chinese attain power.  In this culture, the norms of reciprocity are intense.  It may be overstating the situation to describe it as a kind of ‘displacement of punishment’ (Foucault, 1994), and yet there is a salient sense of self-imposed discipline in Chinese society.  In his discussion of the disciplinary gaze (panopticism), Foucault (1979) concluded that the disciplinary gaze is one ‘whose object and end are not the relations of sovereignty, but the relations of discipline’ (p. 208).

In Thompson and Hirschman’s study (1995) of body image, which was conducted on Western subjects, all of the informants ‘monitor themselves to undertake impression management and/or to enhance their own sense of self-image.  From this view fashion apparel, self-care practices . . . and other vehicles of consumer-based identity construction are essentially self-directed consumer choices that enable individuals to accomplish goals and feel more contented with their lives’ (p. 149).  This idea of Goffman’s self-presentation is seen in other fashion-related studies conducted in the West (e.g., Elliott and Davies, 2005; Schouten and McAlexander, 1995; Thompson and Haytko, 1997). 




















Brand management is always discussed and perceived in terms of ‘commercial motivation’ and the ‘profit motive’ (Holt, 2002, p. 87).  As Kapferer (1992) wrote, ‘the primary capital of many businesses is their brands’ (p. 1).  ‘. . . with a strategy and a consistent, integrated vision, . . . [t]his identity must be defined and managed. It is the heart of brand management’ (p. 5).  In the front flap of his best-selling book on branding, Building Strong Brands, Aaker (1996) wrote, ‘brand is a strategic asset and a company’s primary source of competitive advantage’.  In brand studies, whether on extensions, equity or switching (e.g., Baronew and Miniard, 2000; Inman and Zeelenberg, 2002; Osselaer and Alba, 2003 ), the central idea is to shape consumer desires and actions to achieve a profit.  The importance of branding today is well evidenced by the great amount of attention paid to the issue in industry and academe, whether in the form of publications, activities, institutes or conferences.  Its dark side however, is attributed to many of the troubles around us (Holt, 2002), such as environmental issues, human rights and cultural degradation (Klein, 2001; Schor, 1998).  Another view of the recent popularity of branding was expressed by Holt (2002) in his discussion of the cultural authority narrative of Horkheimer and Adorno (1994, 1996).  Holt held that brands have become a site for consumers to channel their desires.  Furthermore, he argued that consumers have taken up a productive role in the process of meaning creation in a brand, in that they have been ‘investing commodities with more particularized meanings and using them in idiosyncratic ways’ (Holt, 2002, p. 71).  Campbell (2005) referred to the consumers of today as ‘craft consumers’.  A ‘craft consumer’ is someone who transforms ‘commodities’ into personalized (or some might say ‘humanized’) objects.  It is because such consumption is usually characterised by a market element of skill and mastery, whilst also allowing for creativity and self-expression, that it is justified in being described as ‘craft consumption’ (p. 28).  Marxists critics might bemoan the exploitation of the masses in the marketplace, yet Detweiler and Taylor (2004) suggested that ‘the masses actually want what the marketplace offers’ in light of the active role played by consumers.   

This active role in the creation of meaning brings about new ideas in the realm of brand management.  Central to postmodern theory is the search for identity in a fragmented world nuanced with images.  Products have become signs (Baudrillard, 1998), and, in this context, brands have become symbolic resources for the construction of identity (Elliott and Wattanasuwan, 1998).  Through productive communication with brands, we can create social bonds, shared experiences and a common identity (Arvidsson, 2005). With the relationship (Fournier, 1998), system of meanings (Baudrillard, 1998), desires (Belk et al., 2003), rituals (McCracken, 1988), authenticity (Elliott and Davies, 2005)  and emotions (O'Shaughnessy and O'Shaughnessy, 2003) attached to a brand, the depthless concept of brand is challenged.  As Twitchell (2001) writes about luxury, ‘opulux is one dimensional shallow, ahistorical, without memory and expendable. . . .  If what you want is peace on earth, a unifying system that transcends religious, cultural, and caste differences, well.  Whoops! Here it is’ (p. 275).  Referring to McCracken, Mick and Buhl (McCracken, 1988; Mick and Buhl, 1992) and Elliott and Wattanasuwan (1998) contended that consumption plays a central role in supplying meanings and values for the creation and maintenance of the consumer’s personal and social world.  Therefore, advertising is recognised as one of the major sources of these symbolic meanings.  These cultural meanings are then transferred to brands, and it is brands that are often used as symbolic resources for the construction and maintenance of identity.  In consumption, meaning is not delivered in the communication process, rather it is constructed within it (Anderson and Meyer, 1988).  In the symbol-rich market of postmodernity, as addressed in Chapter 2.1, along with our real and imaged abilities, we can exert control over our lives with the consumption of the symbolic meanings around us.  Brands have thus become very accessible resources.  McCracken (1988) suggests that brands are ‘vital to the self-invention or self-completion of the individual’ (p. 178).  A consumer is not ‘a ridiculous figure: an irrational slave to trivial, materialistic desires who can be manipulated into childish mass conformity by calculating mass producers’ (Slater, 1997, p. 33).  A consumer is not the passive recipient of the meanings of objects, but an active player in the process of their making (Fournier, 1998).

Firat and Venkatesh (1993) avowed a new literacy for our time that

necessitates that the literate be able to go beyond linear reason based on reading and writing.  It requires the postmodern generation to be able to manipulate and construct, as well as recognize and grasp, multi-layered, multi-faceted, multi-media images using all kinds of signs (visual, sonic, tactile, etc.) to impress upon all senses.  Again, marketing institutions seem to be best situated to educate the public in such an art of literacy (p. 235). 

Bengtsson and Firat (2006) defined brand literacy as ‘the ability of the consumer to decode [the] strategies . . . used in marketing practices in introducing, maintaining and reformulating brands and brand images, which then, further enables the consumer to engage with these processes within their cultural settings’ (p. 375).

In this context, the literacy of a brand is pivotal in the symbolic project of self (Thompson, 1995), in order for there to be a balance between challenge and skill.  This balance is a determinant of flow, which, as posited by Csikszentmihalyi (1990), is the optimal experience in life.  In postmodernity, complexity could be the result of the fragmentation (Giddens, 1991) and saturation (Gergen, 1991) of identities in the vertigo of images and hyperreality (Baudrillard, 1998).  With the ability to create and control brand meaning (brand literacy) in the milieu of social-symbolism and self-symbolism (Goulding et al., 2002), it is envisioned that this balance between challenge and skill becomes more achievable and thus that the optimal experience of flow and happiness will ensue.  In Finding Flow: The Psychology of Engagement with Everyday Life, Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) wrote that ‘in the fullness of the flow experience, we are also building to the future of our universe’ (p. 147).

Postmodern brand management, in this connection, can be framed in the social context in terms of the skill of meaning creation and its application to the different challenges of life for the happiness of individual, rather than discussed in terms of ‘commercial motivation’ and the ‘profit motive’ or as another revelation of the omnipotence of consumption.

Brands Originally Started as Marks of Identification 

A brand was originally only a mark of identification.  Brick makers in ancient Egypt marked their bricks to avoid the blame for the collapse of a building (Davies and Chun, 2003).  In ancient times, potters would also put marks on their work for identification (Blackett, 2003).  In her study of the earliest consumer packages, Twede (2002) noted that from 1,500 BC to 500 AD, large ceramic vessels, called amphoras, were used to ship wine and other products throughout the Mediterranean.  Stamps were extensively used on such vessels in the fourth century BC and later.  There were two types of stamps (Garlan, 1983): explicit and non-explicit.  The explicit stamps gave the most information, such as the name of the estate on which the wine or oil was produced, whilst the non-explicit stamps contained only a single symbol – a name, letter, monogram or shape – the meaning of which was not always known.  These non-explicit stamps were the trademarks of their age.  Some Greek amphoras were stamped with the image of an amphora that represented an earlier shape made by the same producers.  This stamp assured consumers that the product was the same as that sold in the earlier shape (Koehler, 1982).  The shapes of the amphoras, and the stamps on them, were evidence of brand identification.  In conventional marketing texts, a brand is defined as ‘a name, term, sign, or design, or a combination of these, that identifies the maker or seller of a product or service’ (Kotler and Armstrong, 2001, p. 301). 
In today’s crowded marketplace, it is estimated that we have 10,000 brands stored in our minds (Holt, 2002).  Douglas and Isherwood (1996) have claimed that we are in a ‘superfluous consumption culture’ whilst Schor (1998) has argued that we spend too much and that the key reason we do so can be put down to the influence of brands, to their aestheticisation of lifestyles and bizarre juxtaposition of images (Featherstone, 1991a).  The concepts that brands use for differentiation have been extended from the products themselves to the very existence of consumers (Elliott, 1997).   Thompson (1995) contends that we are using the available symbolic resources around us to construct and weave a coherent account of who we are.  In postmodernity, brand has thus become a handy and accessible symbolic resource (Elliott and Wattanasuwan, 1998) for us.  Edwards and Day (2005) even assert that ‘it’s not just a question of “what does this brand say about me to others?”  Just as important is “ [w]hat does this brand say about me – to me?”’(p. 53).

A Brand is More than an Identification

Blackett (2003) argued that there has been an explosion in the use of brands since the end of the Second World War and that one of the reasons for this is that, with ‘the collapse of communism . . . brands have come to symbolise the convergence of the world’s economies on the demand-led rather than the command-led model’ (p. 15).  The symbolic function of brands is nothing new.  In 1959, Levy (1959) was already asserting that people do not buy products just for what they do, but for what they mean.  Over the years, multidimensional studies of product/brand attributes have been conducted.  For example, Bata and Ahtola (1990) studied the hedonic and utilitarian dimensions of product/brand attributes.  Brands have also been studied as metaphors (Holt and Searls, 1994).  As Gordon (2002) asserted, ‘[a] brand is a metaphor for a complex pattern of associations that exists in the heads of individuals’ (p. 113).  With the metaphorical function of brands, we can make more sense of the things around us.  As ‘thought is mostly unconscious, subconscious abstract concepts are largely metaphorical’ (Lakoff and Johnson, 1999, p. 3).  In this sense, brands can help us to understand each other, and even ourselves, better, not just the world around us. 
 
The metaphorical study of brands is epitomised in a considerable number of anthropomorphous brand studies (Bengtsson, 2003).  McGill (1998) noted that people attribute qualities of animism to objects; like people, products also have souls and intentions.  With a brand, we can even have shared consciousness, rituals and traditions and a sense of moral responsibility (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001).  Brand personality refers to the set of human characteristics associated with brands; brands have been used by consumers to express their own selves.  Building on this idea, Aaker (1997), in what is considered a seminal study in branding, identified five dimensions of brand personality.  However, humans are also treated as commodities whose fundamental substance is their value on the open market, and human relationships are increasingly defined by exchange values (Kellner, 1989).  The relationship theory of brands has been further validated by Fournier (1998), who has shown support for the idea of consumer-brand bonds.  Further to the idea of the consumer-brand relationship is the idea that a community can form around a brand.  Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) found that brands have literally become ‘“social entities” that are created by both consumers and marketers in a complex and fascinating dance of social construction’ (p. 428).
 

Brand and Self 





Maffesoli (1996) has claimed that we are in a time of tribes and that there is a decline of individualism.  Cova (1997) described a member of a neo-tribe as one who exhibits ‘a social sense of identification, religiosity, syncretism, group narcissism’ (p. 300).  In this context, consumption is the one thing that can hold the tribe together.  In her seminal study, Fournier (1998) listed different kinds of social relationships that consumers have used to describe brands, for example, best friends, flings, arranged marriages and committed partnerships.  A brand helps us to build connections with the outside world (Fournier, 1998; Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001).  A consumer’s attitudinal and behavioural responses to a brand’s action are influenced by the relationship norm that is salient at the time of evaluation.  Consumers use social relationship norms to guide their interactions with brands; that is, they use relationship norms as a lens through which they evaluate brands (Aggarwal, 2004).  Further to this is the idea that to manage a relationship well is to manage the meaning of a brand well.  In another study, Aggarwal and Law (2005) argued that a concern for communal relationships leads consumers to evaluate brands at an overall holistic level, thereby processing brand information at higher levels of abstraction.  Conversely, exchange relationships lead people to evaluate brands in an item-specific manner, thereby processing brand information at lower levels of abstraction (p. 461).  In their study of brand communities, Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) posited that ‘brand communities have an active interpretive function, with brand meaning being socially negotiated, rather than delivered unaltered, from context to context, consumer to consumer’ (p. 414).  They characterised a brand community as a ‘specialized, non- geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social relationships among admirers of a brand. . . .  Like other communities, it is marked by a shared consciousness, rituals and traditions, and a sense of moral responsibility’ (p. 412).  Cherrier and Murray (2004) argued that ‘consumers acquire objects[,] since conformity to the consumption code is integrating. Yet, sign value is desired not because people are materialistic or vain, but because humans long for and need a sense of community’ (p. 522).  Brands have effective sign values in different communities.  These communities are situated in a matrix of meanings that are accentuated by the popularity of pop culture and globalisation (Detweiler and Taylor, 2004).  Anderson and Meyers’ ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson and Meyer, 1988) have taken on a new meaning with a strong consumption orientation (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001).  Consumption is a major issue not only in the Western world, which Detweiler and Taylor (2004) attribute to a ‘postmodern shift’ that is characterised by ‘a quantum leap into a new world of ideas, values, and ethics’ (p. 24). Extending this idea, consumption could become an even bigger issue in China in view of the suddenness of this connection.  Furthermore, in what is conventionally viewed as a collectivist society (Hofstede, 1980), the quest for community could be even stronger.

Brand and Flow – The Optimal Experience 

Marx asserted that real happiness is achieved through meaningful and rewarding work (Marx, 1967; original 1842).  Scrutton (1998) made a distinction between pleasure and happiness.  Pleasure results from satisfying desires, yet happiness derives from fulfilment in life; it flows from virtue.  Alongside this, Aldridge (2003) avowed that consumption delivers only pleasure, not happiness: ‘happiness, not pleasure is the final goal of human life, and only virtuous people can be happy’(p. 9).  Conventionally, happiness relies on fulfilment through traditional institutional forces.  Because consumption is about desire, it is for immediate pleasure without a long-term satisfying goal.  Seemingly, we cannot attain happiness through consumption, through brands.  In fact, brands are constantly being attacked by the emerging countercultural movement (Holt, 2002).  In a brand utopia, we would be able to resolve the tensions we feel being imposed by society’s ideals with the desire for imaginative constructions: ‘brands now pre-empt symbolic spheres that used to be the privilege of either religion or the political spheres’ (Lagace, 2002, p. 107).  Introduced by Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981), the concept of flow is defined as the psychology of optimal experience.  Happiness is about how we can find flows in life.  There are four dimensions in the construct of flow: concentration, control, challenge and enjoyment (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975).  Csikszentmihalyi (1975) contended that to achieve optimal experiences in life, we have to learn ‘to enjoy and find meaning in the ongoing stream of experience’ (p. 19).  ‘Persons should be in flow when they perceive both the challenge in a given situation and their skills to be high’ (p. 118).  ‘One must be able to concentrate and interact with the opportunities [in life] at a level commensurate with one’s skill’ (p. 119).  ‘When a person has learned a symbolic system well enough to use it, she has established a portable, self-contained world within the mind’ (p. 127).  With well-substantiated meaning in an undertaking, one can achieve concentration and a good balance between challenge and control (skill).  Enjoyment then ensues.  Through the consumption of brands, we can achieve happiness and find meaning in life.




Wallendorf (2001) has raised some theoretical issues that are inspired by literacy in consumer research.  She wrote that ‘literacy is a continuous multidimensional indicator of proficiency in using written language’ (p. 505).  However, her elaboration of literacy focuses more than anything else on the conventional sense of a consumer’s ability to read and write and its impact on consumption.  ‘Branding as a communicative form is instituting a new personality type, and, along with that, a new community of practice . . . an essentialization of a (brand) language, where the cultural forms of brands and branding are made sense of retrospectively as narratives, provided of course that one actually is a member of the community, i.e., is able to master its practices (or, in other words, has brand literacy)’ (Askegaard, 2006, p. 98).  Firat and Venkatesh (1993) described young people as being extremely literate with regard to marketing slogans and brand names.  This ability (literacy) to ‘recognize images and attach meanings to them is at the heart of the marketing culture’ (p. 235).  This has highlighted the skill dimension of literacy, as posited by Barton (1994).  Further to this, Ritson and Elliott (1995) have attempted to come up with a model of advertising literacy that combines both advertising and Literacy Studies.  In this connection, the ability to ‘read’ an ad is not simply based on understanding its meaning, but also on the ability to facilitate and demonstrate that understanding by using those meanings within the social context.  Ewen (2001) used the term ‘visual eloquence’ (p. 13) to denote how images, even in silence, converse with people in the commercial culture around us.  Referring to the nineteenth century, Ewen (2001) asserted that ‘literacy was about crossing the lines that had historically separated men of ideas from ordinary people, about the social enfranchisement of those who had been excluded from the compensations of citizenship’ (p. 15).  Debes (1968) posited that a visually literate person can discriminate and interpret visible actions, objects, symbols, natural or man-made and use these competencies to communicate with others.  In fact, this thinking about brand literacy parallels Bourdieu’s idea of cultural capital, a critical element for distinction in our status game. 

Holt (2000) wrote that

Bourdieu argues that social life can be conceived as a multidimensional status game in which people draw on three different types of resources (what he terms economic, cultural, and social capital) to compete for status (what he terms “symbolic capital”). Distinct from economic capital (financial resources) and social capital (relationships, organizational affiliations, networks), cultural capital consists of a set of socially rare and distinctive taste, skills, knowledges, and practices. . . .  Cultural capital exists in three primary forms: embodied as implicit practical knowledges, skills, and dispositions; objectified in cultural objects; and institutionalized in official degrees and diplomas that certify the existence of the embodied form (p.216). 





In his discussion of possessions and the extended self, Belk (1988) wrote that ‘as the infant’s motor skills develop, those objects that can be controlled come to be seen as self and those objects that cannot be controlled come to be seen as environment’ (p.146).  A stronger sense of self comes with a stronger feeling of control (Furby, 1980).  This kind of control needs ‘mastery’ and ‘competence’ (Grove-White, 2001).  The elements of mastery and competence become more obvious in a later stage, in which people are more likely to cite possessions that reflect skills or objects that they can manipulate or control (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981).  Furby (1978) found that 40-50 year olds are the most likely of all age groups to cite social power and status as reasons to own personal possessions.
  
We can appropriate intangible and/or non-ownable objects by overcoming, conquering or mastering them (Sartre, 1943).  Sartre has outlined three means by which to make objects a part of one’s extended self: control/mastery, creation and knowledge.  All three of these means seem to apply to the process of brand consumption.  Belk (1988) concluded that the 

emphasis on material possessions tends to decrease with age, but remains high throughout life as we seek to express ourselves through possessions and use material possessions to seek happiness, remind ourselves of experiences, accomplishments and other people in our lives, and even create a sense of immortality after death. . . .  Self-extension occurs through control and mastery of an object, through creation of an object, through knowledge of an object, and through contamination via proximity and habituation of an object.  The extended self operates not only on an individual level, but also on a collective level . . . (p. 159).

In the postmodern ethos, this mastery could well refer to the meanings of objects, the meanings of the brands – to brands as bricolge.  The brand as bricolage (Ritson and Elliott, 1999) involves the continual recombination of meanings in brands; the meanings change with any alteration in the mechanism (Barnard, 1996).  As bricoleur (i.e., consumers), postmodern consumers take back control of their lives through mastery of the meanings of brands.  ‘Being in control is a symbol of power, and people who appear to lack control are often viewed negatively’ (Wells and Hollins, 2002, p. 90).  Foucault (1980) elaborated on the relationship between knowledge and power.  In this relationship, knowledge has to be institutionalised to obtain power.  In an era of postmodernity, consumption is said to be institutionalised and empowered.  Traditional society is structured to enable power to be maintained through control (Wells and Hollins, 2002).  This requires a validation of trust in traditional controlling institutions, such as governments, churches, schools and corporations, which is breaking down (Cova, 1997). Wells and Hollins (2002) posited that many of the things we do are done to create an illusion of control.  Brands offer sites that give us a sense of being in control.  This may be illusory, but the impact is real.  Not only can brands counter the threats to the self that are posed by postmodernity, but they can offer consistency in an ever-changing world (Elliott and Wattanasuwan, 2001): ‘In large part, trust in a brand evolves for the delivery of consistent benefits over time, that is, from lived experience that carries behavioural signification’ (p. 39).  In their study of addictive consumption, Elliott et al. (1996) found that being in control was considered to be a major factor in the act.  A sense of control is important for our own existence, for our own selves (Fromm, 1976)  This is further supported implicitly by Fournier (1998): ‘brands cohere into systems that consumers create not only to aid in living but also to give meaning to lives . . . consumers do not choose brands, they choose lives’ (p. 367).

Brands for Social Distance

Social distance is defined as the degree of similarity between the self and others (Eveland et al., 1999).  Referring to Warner, Holt (2000) posited that ‘any good or activity can be used as a means of maintaining in-group solidarity and excluding status inferiors’ (p. 214).  Sorokin (1957) has highlighted the play of similarity and difference in the solidarity of relationships in his empirical tests amongst friends and in marriages.  With regard to the process of the social tuning of the self, Sinclair et al. (2005) argued that, in social interaction, ‘stereotype targets must seek to accurately perceive the stereotype-relevant views of others and strive to keep emotionally distant from individuals they think hold stereotypes’ (p. 173).  This concept is further complicated in China, where the culture is characterised by ‘an emphasis on social interrelatedness. . . .  The Chinese person is a totality of social roles; without a network, one is no one’ (Pellow, 1996, p. 115).  

Evidence of social distance, although not a great deal, is provided in different consumer research studies.  In his advice on how to be hip, Holbrook (1997) playfully, yet effectively, laid out the following four-step procedure.

1) Find out what most people like.  2) Treat that with complete indifference (or, when pressed, with scornful contempt).  3) Ferret out some obscure treasure admired by at most a few cognoscenti (or, if necessary, by some other groups of weirdos).  4) Elevate that piece of obscurity to a lofty status of extravagant admiration and treat anyone who cannot appreciate it with pity (sometimes mixed with disdain) (p. 614). 

This deliberation is in line with Poutain and Robin’s (2000) idea of ‘ironic detachment’ in their analysis of ‘cool’.  Bourdieu argued that cultural capital secures the respect of others through the consumption of objects that are ideationally difficult and so can only be consumed by those few who have acquired the ability to do so (Holt, 2000).  A deliberated distance is created in the context of cultural capital.  Even for the optimal experience in life, in their concluding chapter, Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) wrote that ‘we have conceived of individual human beings as separate from one another . . . complexity consists of integration as well as differentiation. . . .  Just as we have learned to separate ourselves from each other and from the environment, we now need to learn how to reunite ourselves with other entities around us without losing our hard-won individuality’ (p. 240).

When brands or consumption are studied as resources for symbolic meanings of identity construction, the emptiness in the self, as suggested by Cushman (1990), is always mentioned, and the meaning co/created in consumption activities is used to fill in the void (e.g., Elliott, 1999).  With the idea of social distance and with the transformative potency of brand (Heilbrunn, 2006), consumers have practised their brand literacy to control social distance.  The subculture groups studied by Elliott and Davies (2005) and the people in the three brand communities studied by Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) are good examples.  

















Having discussed the impact of consumption and the market in postmodernity, the significance of brand and fashion has now been put in context.  China is one of the world’s largest markets.  This chapter attempts to sketch the Chinese as consumers, as little is known about them in this role.  China’s population is large, yet characterised by a nuanced unity.  The Chinese are described as collectivist, situation-centred or holistic, and initial understandings have revealed a different kind of consumer from that in the West.

Don’t you like it?  Yes, I don’t.  You mean you do?  No, I do . . .

Many native English speakers have probably had this type of conversation with Chinese speakers of English.  I can still recall when I was small that our English teacher had to spend a great deal of effort in drilling us to take on this logic.  To a child who was alien to this language, this negative and positive construction just did not sound logical, and I kept asking the teacher for the reasons.  Irritated by an inquisitive mind, my beloved and respected teacher said, ‘[it is] because of [the] different culture[s]’.  

Big Market, yet . . . 





The importance of China to the world economy has nevertheless met with an unparalleled response in academe.  Sin and Ho (2001) assessed the theoretical and methodological development of consumer research on Greater China from 1979 to 1997.  They carried out a content analysis of 75 relevant articles that had been published in academic business journals.  However, despite the dramatic increase in the number of articles on Chinese consumer behaviour, only two, which were published in the iconic Journal of Consumer Research, were actually relevant to Chinese consumers (Tse and Belk et al., 1989; Schmitt and Pan et al., 1994).  Even in 2006, nine years later, the same journal has published only one more such article, and that was on a study conducted in Hong Kong (Joy, 2001).  Sin and Ho’s (2001) conclusion is still valid: ‘despite the increasing importance of the consumer market in Greater China to global marketers, research on Chinese consumer behavior remains a highly promising but little explored area of study’ (p. 31).





In 1620, Wen Zhenheng published a book in China entitled Treatise on Superfluous Things.  Like the etiquette manuals and consumer magazines of the West, this treatise was a manual that instructed readers how to behave and consume in the same way as the elite of Chinese society (Clunas, 1991).  Hamilton (1997) wrote that 

China possessed a pervasive, well-articulated culture composed of a homogeneous set of institutionalized values emanating from the “Great Tradition” of Confucianism.  Those who maintained this tradition were the upper class, educated and examined in its literature.  This upper class, the literati, indoctrinated other societal members in its prescriptions and set an exemplary standard for other groups to emulate.  Because of the widespread geographical distribution of the literati and because this class (the literati) was not hereditarily determined, Confucian culture formed an especially powerful value-integrating orientation.  In this role, Confucianism supposedly provided the principles through which Chinese society functioned (p.882).
Tse (1996) noted that ‘consumption tends to carry negative associations in the traditional Chinese value system.  In traditional China, excessive consumption, even by noblemen, was heavily criticized . . . such anti-hedonic consumption norms may have motivated the Chinese people not to accept consumption as a “normative” life goal’ (p. 353).  In the mid-nineteenth century, Karl Marx wrote that ‘cheap commodity prices are the heavy artillery with which [the bourgeoisie] batters down all Chinese walls and forces the barbarians’ intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate.  It compels them to introduce what it calls civilization into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeoisie themselves. It creates a world after its own image’ (Marx, 1959, p. 11). 

During the Cultural Revolution, the ‘three bigs’ aspired to by Chinese consumers were a bicycle, a wristwatch and a manual sewing machine (Belk and Nan, 1987).  Later, a different ‘big three’ developed, consisting of a refrigerator, a washing machine and a black and white television set.  Then, a ‘big six’ was formed, adding a cassette recorder, an electric fan and a motorcycle to the list.  The ‘big eight’ further changed the black and white television set to a colour television set and added a camera and a video recorder to the list of desired items.  

In the late 1970s, production in China increased substantially, and foreign goods became available.  From 1978 to 1985, there was a seven-fold increase in retail and service outlets in China (Tong, 1987). Tong (1987) reported that ‘China is moving from being a wen bao (enough to eat) society to a xiao kang (well-to-do) society’ (p. 10).  The Chinese were ‘learning to want things’ (Belk and Nan,1987). 





Only a few decades later, the Chinese have, in fact, become much more experienced consumers (Zhou and Belk, 2004), proving correct Rice and Lu’s earlier hypothesis.  However, the Chinese craze for Western luxuries might even surprise Clunas and Marx.  The institutionalised values of the ‘Great Tradition’ of Confucianism (Hamilton, 1977) are being challenged, if goods are signifiers (Baudrillard, 1998) in the market.  Consumption is no longer taboo in China (Tse, 1996), but has become both a means and an end in itself, as the following articles indicate.

     Foreign goods are often preferred due to quality issues with locally made goods: Chinese tourists visiting the UK like to shop in Clarks, Burberry and Dunhill.  In June, one Chinese tour group of 2,000 people came to England; they all went to Clarks, and bought at least six pairs of shoes each.  Although Clarks are made in China, not only are they cheaper in the UK, visiting Chinese feel more assured that the products are not fakes.  Chinese tourists normally spend around US$987 per person, and will spend more in Europe, around US$1,781. (Apple Daily, 28 June 2005)

Thanks to a sharply expanding economy and the liberalisation of many aspects of private life, attitudes towards sex have undergone a sea change.  A survey by the Family Planning Agency found that almost 70% of Chinese were not virgins when they married, compared with 16% at the end of the 1980s. . . .  At a sex-toy fair last year in Shanghai, the organisers estimated that the business was already worth 100 bn renminbi (£6.6bn) and expanding at a rate of 30% per year. (The Guardian, 25 June 2005)
	
At least three in 10 families in Chinese cities are now “empty nests” due to changes in family values, lifestyles, the growing population and greater job mobility.  Statistics show that one-generation families [parents or couples on their own] in 1990 took up 13.52% of the nation's total.  In 2000, this figure rose to 22.28%. (People’s Daily, 19 May 2005)





There is a strong relationship between culture and consumption.  Geertz (1973) viewed culture as a ‘set of control mechanisms – plans, recipes, rules, instructions – for the governing of behaviour . . . man is precisely the animal most desperately dependent upon such extragenetic, outside-the skin control mechanisms’ (p. 44).  Aaker et al. (2001), however, emphasised the mutually constituted nature of culture, noting that ‘culture is best conceptualized in terms of the meaning derived from and added to everyday experience. . . .  Individuals and culture are inseparable and mutually constitute each other’ (p. 493).  The dynamic interrelationship between ‘consumer actions, the marketplace, and cultural meanings’ has brought forward a new movement in consumer research (Arnould and Thompson, 2005). Arnould and Thompson (2005) have explicitly stated that ‘[c]onsumer culture theory explores how consumers actively rework and transform [the] symbolic meanings encoded in advertisements, brands, retail settings, or material goods to manifest their particular personal social circumstances and further their identity and lifestyle goals’ (p. 871).  They further contend that ‘from that perspective, the marketplace provides consumers with an expansive and heterogeneous pallet of resources from which to construct individual and collective identities’ (ibid.)  This thesis has a strong postmodern bearing (Brown, 1993; Campbell, 2005; Elliott, 1999; Firat and Venkatesh, 1995), because consumers are consuming the symbolic meanings of goods, and the meaning of goods is embedded in the socio-cultural context (Appadurai, 1986; Douglas and Isherwood, 1996; Elliott, 1999).  Culture, however, can also be conceptualised as a broad, domain-general and stable set of value tendencies (Hofstede, 2001).  In this context, culture is an abstract, encompassing structure that is often indexed by nationality and that can be examined in light of its influence on an individual’s behaviour.  From another perspective, culture can be seen as fragmented and dynamic, as a set of subjective contexts and situations that are constructed and experienced by the individual (Cross and Markus, 1999).  Whether culture is perceived as a uniform or a fragmented landscape, the mutual dependency of culture and consumption is not surprising (McCracken, 1986a), and there is a ‘flurry of research addressing the sociocultural, experiential, symbolic and ideological aspects of consumption’ (Arnould and Thompson, 2005, p. 868).  Arnould and Thompson (2005) have even claimed to transcend the ‘4 Ps framework’, with a new concern to advance ‘consumer behavior knowledge by illuminating sociocultural processes and structures related to 1). consumer identity projects, 2). marketplace cultures, 3). the sociohistoric patterning of consumption, and 4). mass-mediated marketplace ideologies and [a] consumer’s interpretive strategies’ (p. 871).    
                                                                                                                                                                   
‘Chineseness’

With 5,000 years of uninterrupted history, China is a country characterised by a deep, common culture; however, it is not a homogeneous society.  China is a patchwork of local cultures (Cohen, 1999), and the standardisation of local cultures is selective (Ward, 1965).  The concept of “Chineseness” is complicated because it represents an identity that is orientated towards cultural and historical fulfilment rather than the concepts of nationality and citizenship (Wu, 1991).  Wang (1991) argues that the Chinese have never had a concept of identity, only a concept of ‘Chineseness’ (p. 1), and many scholars would agree that China should be seen as a civilization.  This concept of ‘Chineseness’ is akin to the fragmented, dynamic and subjective concept of culture presented by Cross and Markus (1999).  Geertz (1973) writes that ‘believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs’ (p. 5).  Culture may be ‘surface enigmatical’ (ibid., p. 5), but it is necessary to attempt to explain the ‘webs of significance’ in Chinese culture.

Individualism/Collectivism and After 

The most notable feature of cultures may be the juxtaposition of individualism and collectivism (Hofstede, 1980; Markus and Kitayama, 1997; Triandis, 1995; Triandis and Geland, 1998).  In general, Westerners are classified as individualists and Asians as collectivists.  In a collectivist society, people are ‘“we” conscious, their identity is based on the social system’ (Mooji, 2004. p.34); yet even Hofstede agreed that at the individual level there exists a multidimensional model (Hofstede, 1994).  In this context, then, the collectivist nature of the Chinese is not at all unconditional or passive; in fact, an agentic exercise of control is involved.  Markus and Kitayama (1991) contended that an interdependent self exists amongst the Chinese population in which 

an interdependent view of self does not result in a merging of self and other, nor does it imply that one must always be in the company of others to function effectively, or that people do not have a sense of themselves as agents who are the origins of their won actions.  On the contrary, it takes a high degree of self-control and agency to effectively adjust oneself to various interpersonal contingencies (p. 10). 

According to Iyengar et al. (1999), the distinction that Markus and Kitayama (1991)

draw between individualists and collectivists highlights the relationship between the individual and the group, and the resultant differences in self concepts or construals.  These different types of cultures, they suggest, also differ in the ideals for conduct that they present and the culturally mandated goals for group members implied by these ideals.  Whereas members of individualistic cultures may be expected to promote their own goals, to express their own opinions, and to perceive themselves as unique, members of collectivist cultures may be expected to promote others’ goals, to express opinions appropriate to their group and position, and to strive to fit in and belong (p. 277).





The Chinese view ‘the world as a collection of overlapping and interpenetrating stuffs or substances’ (Hansen, 1983).  Moore (1968) contended that the Chinese see the world as interpenetrating and continuous and that their attempts to understand it orientate them toward the complexities of the perceptual or conceptual field taken as a whole.  ‘Harmony and peace, enduring Confucian values, place an emphasis on social interrelatedness, the basic importance of group life, and submission of the individual to his or her proper place within the web of collective interests.  The Chinese person is a totality of social roles; without a network, one is no one’ (Pellow, 1996, p.115).  The holistic cognition characteristic of the ancient Chinese has its counterpart in the reasoning and perception of contemporary peoples influenced by ancient China (Ji et al., 2000).  Nisbett et al. (2001) define holistic thought as 

involving an orientation to the context or field as a whole, including attention to relationships between a focal object and the field, and a preference for explaining and predicting events on the basis of such relationships.  Holistic approaches rely on experience-based knowledge rather than on abstract logic and are dialectical, meaning that there is an emphasis on change, a recognition of contradiction and of the need for multiple perspectives, and a search for the “Middle Way” between opposing propositions.  We define analytic thought as involving detachment of the object from its context, a tendency to focus on attributes of the object to assign it to categories, and a preference for using rules about the categories to explain and predict the object’s behavior.  Inferences rest in part on the practice of decontextualizing structure from content, the use of formal logic, and avoidance of contradiction (p. 293). 













According to Hsu (1972), this holistic and contextual orientation is not limited to the self and other ‘selves’.  He described the Chinese as situation-centred; they relate themselves closely to the outside world, and, because they are emotionally united, they are underdetermined in representation.  To illustrate this concept, Hsu (1972) referred to classical Chinese painting: when Chinese artists portray the human form, they either treat it as a minute dot in a vast landscape or so heavily clothe it that the body is hidden.  Facial expression is not depicted.  The viewer has a much better idea of the status, rank, prestige and other social characteristics of the subjects portrayed than of their personalities.  Explicitly and implicitly, this situation-centeredness is demonstrated in other studies.  Morris and Peng (1994) showed that causal explanations by Americans of events such as mass murders focus almost wholly on the presumed mental instability and other negative dispositions of the murderers, whereas accounts by Chinese of such events speculate on the situational, contextual and even societal factors that may have been at work.  In another study, Chiu (1972) posited that the dominant style of Chinese children is ‘relational-contextual’.  For example, when shown a picture of a man, woman and child, Chinese children were likely to group the woman and child together because ‘the mother takes care of the baby’ (p. 237).  In contrast, American children were much more likely to group the subjects on the basis of category membership or shared features, for example, grouping the man and the women together because ‘they are both adults’ (p. 237).  Ji and Nisbett (2001) asked Chinese and American participants to indicate which two of three verbally described objects were most closely related.  In every case, two of the objects had some kind of relationship, either functional or contextual, and they also shared a category or some feature that would allow them to be categorised together.  The Chinese were more likely to group on the basis of categories or shared object features.  When participants were asked to justify their groupings, the Chinese were more likely to offer relationships as the justification, whereas the Americans were more likely to offer category membership as the justification.  Tardif et al. (1999) found that Mandarin-speaking mothers produced more verbs when talking to their toddlers.  Such language use and communication practices guide children’s attention to either the object or to the relationship between the object and the field.  Corresponding to their mothers’ speech, Mandarin-speaking toddlers produced relatively more verbs and fewer nouns than English-speaking toddlers.  Other studies have also shown significance in this regard.  For example, in a study by Briley, Morris and Simonson (2000), Chinese consumers were more affected by the situation and were more ready to make a compromise in their decision.  In a study in China by Doran (1997), in which television is a life statement for her informants in China.

Gradated Relationships  

Traditionally, Chinese society has made the individual feel very much a part of a large, complex and generally benign social organism in which prescriptive role relations are a guide to ethical conduct (Lin, 1936; Munro, 1985).  Pellow (1996) argued that, because of the Confucian values of harmony and peace, the Chinese ‘place an emphasis on social interrelatedness, the basic importance of group life, and submission of the individual to his or her proper place within the web of collective interests.  The Chinese person is a totality of social roles; without a network, one is no one’ (p. 115).  In Confucianism, to fully be a person involves a lifelong process of self-cultivation, the destiny or outcome of which is a state of supreme virtue – ren (Tu, 1994).  Translations of ren include notions of benevolence, altruism, reciprocity, compassion and the humane (Croll, 1997).  Croll (1997) wrote that ‘ren can only be manifested in the context of human relatedness’ (p.14). Similarly, Yu (1992) asserts that the achievement of the person is through the cultivation of the individual into a ‘social man’.  Hsu (1972) said the idea of relatedness amongst the Chinese is cultivated early: 

the Chinese child learns to see the world in terms of a network of relationships.  He not only has to submit to his parents, but he also has little choice in his wider social relationships and what he individually would like to do about them.  This, and the fact that Chinese parents are firmly convinced that elders know better and so never feel defensive about it, leads the Chinese child to appreciate the importance of changing circumstances.  As to defending themselves, the characteristic advice to a Chinese child is ‘don’t get into trouble outside, but if there is danger, run home.’  The Chinese child is obliged to be sensitive to his environment (p. 84). 

In consumer research amongst the Chinese (Joy, 2001), ‘the attainment of family-oriented goals represents an important measure of self-realization and self-fulfillment’ (p. 239).  Joy (2001) contended that the boundaries of the familial self are permeable and may include others, such as important partners and, occasionally, close friends who become ‘like family’ (p. 23).  Fei (1989), however, emphasised the elusiveness of the concept of jia or ‘family’, in Chinese culture, [jia] does not have clear-cut boundaries.  It may refer solely to members of the nuclear family, but it may also include close or even distant relatives.  The size and composition of a jia often depends upon such factors as political control, religious worship or economic pursuits.  If a person finds that his nuclear family is unable to perform certain required tasks, he will seek to extend and strengthen his ties with other relatives and include them in his jia. 

The elusiveness of jia complicates the concept of relatedness (Hsu, 1972), in-group and out-group (Iyengar et al., 1999), and the ‘we and ‘I’ in collectivist or individualist society (Triandis and Geland, 1998).  This may be why Iyengar et al. (1999) asked ‘independence from whom? Interdependence from whom?’ (p. 273) in response to the construals of self by Markus and Kitayama (1991).  In Joy’s (2001) study of gift giving amongst the Chinese in Hong Kong, ‘there are various gradation of intimacy in gift relationships . . . the gift continuum includes “close friends”, “good friends”, “just friends”/”hi-bye friends” and the “romantic other”’ (p. 239).





Elizabeth Croll (1997), a noted Chinese anthropologist, wrote that when she carried out research work in China she was very often re-categorised as an old friend, lao penyou, on her second meeting with people.  This is an example of the pseudo-kinship bonds in the Chinese cultural tradition (Lau, 1982).  The formation of pseudo-kinship bonds helps to strengthen moral or emotional ties between individuals, but often the instrumental function of these relationships is of greater concern to the individual.  Lee (1992) wrote that ‘[i]t is common not only in rural-traditional China but also in modern Hong Kong for friends to address each other in kinship terms, such as “elder brother”, “younger sister”, “uncle” or “aunt”.  Employer and employees in a company often regard themselves as a team of “brothers”.  More importantly, persons not related by blood can, by means of a sacred ceremony or simply by mutual consent, establish a “sworn” brothers relationship, “sworn” sisters relationship or “sworn” parent-child relationship’ (p. 92).  Another traditional resource for the formation of pseudo-kinship bonds is the concept of yuan (natural affinity).  Interpersonal fatalism has been quite prevalent amongst the Chinese, who frequently use the concept of yuan to interpret the establishment and quality of interpersonal relationships: 

The concept of yuan originated in Buddhism, but its meaning has been modified over the last several centuries. . . .  The concept of yuan is often used to explain why two individuals meet or do not meet, why they like or dislike each other. . . .  The formation of pseudo-kinship bonds helps to strengthen moral or emotional ties between individuals, but often the instrumental function of these relationships is of greater concern to the individual (Yang, 1982, p. 92).

In Gates’s (1996) study of family-based business in China, these kinds of extended kinship ties were considered to be the most important assets of the business apart from its pre-accumulated small capital.  In a study by Gamble (2006), 

a newly appointed store manager had noticed that returns were a recurring problem at her former store.  Her solution was to give complainants her business card and mobile phone number.  They phone her “and then become friends and introduce their friends.  In this way they trust me”.  Employees could also find a shared base with customers.  A checkout supervisor had discovered that a customer came from the area where she lived, and “now she always seeks me out for help with any problems.  We have a shared point (gongtong dian) as we’re neighbors, so she trusts me”. . . .  Creating an actual or surrogate friendship not only provided a basis, it also bound both parties into the norms and expectations of this relationship in Chinese society.  A showroom sales expert pointed this out, when he reflected on the way “customers have feelings, so when they return they’ll feel embarrassed if they don’t buy something”.  This observation illustrates the reciprocal obligation that is often implicit in particularistic relations in China.  Friendship involves effect or feeling (ganqing), which brings an obligation to reciprocate; not to do so would risk losing face (p. 185). 
Gamble (2006) gave other examples: 

“I treat customers like friends and then introduce the products.  In this way, you reduce the distance between yourself and the customers.”  In a housewares section, a customer assistant explained that if you showed politeness and warmth to customers, including smiling, this would give them “a feeling of closeness (qinqiegan) as if they’re at home, like you’re their closest relatives” (p. 190). 

Emotion – Assumed and Real Qing and the Yin-Yang Principle

The role of emotion in consumer research has elicited a plethora of studies in the past decade (Hirschman and Stern, 1999; Howard and Gengler, 2001; O’Shaughnessy and O’Shaughnessy, 2003) Lowenstein (2001) suggested that the conscious mind explains the actions that are produced by unconscious processes that are emotional or seemingly irrational.  Elliott (1998) contended that an emotional purchase is formed holistically and instantly and followed by post-hoc rationalisation.  Strongman (1996) made a comprehensive effort to identify 150 different kinds of emotions.

In Chinese, qing denotes emotion and is rarely used alone.  The specific meaning of qing is determined by the characters that precede and follow it.  Hu (1949) distinguished amongst the Chinese two levels of emotions (qing), the assumed and the real.  Assumed qing is prescribed by socio-cultural calibrations, whilst real qing is cultivated through one’s real, lived experience.  Yang (1991) maintained that these two levels of qing are mutually exclusive or compensatory, in that both are essential in any emotional deliberation.  Both levels of qing flow in parallel with one another, each serving its function.  In interpersonal interactions amongst the Chinese, people usually treat others with assumed qing when they think others are treating them with assumed qing.  Assumed qing keeps society running harmoniously; people who engage in general social interaction do not expect real emotions from each other.  Social interaction that involves real qing serves the individual’s need for love, safety and security.  Real qing is shared at first only amongst family members, but can also gradually operate in other types of dyadic relations.  

Elliott and Wattanasuwan’s consumption dialectics (1998) may take on a different interpretation in Chinese culture.  Referring to Jenkin’s (1996) internal-external dialectic of identification, Elliott and Wattanasuwan (1998) contended that ‘endeavours to create the consumer’s self-identity often involve . . . consumption . . . there is always a tension between the meanings we construct for ourselves and those we are exposed to socially’ (p.132).  This tension, however, is subdued in Chinese culture, overshadowed by the yin-yang ethos.  Choi (2000) explained that Chinese thinking, although on the surface resembling dialectical thinking, is actually fundamentally different from its concept-based Western counterpart.  Yin and yang, for Chinese philosophers, represent a relationship, two related ‘states’, both of which can possibly become the end-states of or the impetuous states behind an action in dealing with an event/situation.  Yang (2000) wrote that

yin and yang represent not literally two separate “states”.  Rather, one symbolic covariate relationship in the dynamic life-world . . . the covariate relationship is not a linear one as often seen in Western conceptualization; rather it is one that too much yin will push things to the yang side which is equally undesirable . . . yin and yang will together produce desirable results (p. 19).  

In everyday Chinese conversation, the expression ‘he qing he li’, which literally means ‘taking both emotionality and rationality into consideration’, is used.  Yang (1991) argued that qing/li and qing/yi are the states of mind involved in deliberation, and thus qing can be understood only when we try to relate it to li or yi. 

Nisbett (2003) argued that the Chinese have developed a dialectic of thinking that involves reconciling, transcending or even accepting apparent contradictions.  In the yin-yang principle, there is no incompatibility in the belief that both ‘A’ and ‘not A’ have merit.  Further, ‘A’ can actually imply that ‘not A’ is also the case – the opposite state of affairs can exist simultaneously within the state of affairs itself.  It is this belief that lies behind much of Chinese thought that is designed to find the ‘Middle Way’ between extremes.  The best buy for Chinese consumers could thus only be the ‘Middle Way’.

Holistic Sense of Control

The postmodern argument is that consumption has become an institution in itself (Aldridge, 2003; Cova, 1997; Firat and Dholakia 1998) and that through consumption or consumption-related activities people may feel more in control of their lives.  This was shown in an addictive consumption study by Elliott et al. (1996) in which people attempted to exercise control over their lives through consumption.  A sense of control is related to one’s own existence, when ‘to have’ can give us more sense of ‘to be’ (Fromm, 1976; Shankar and Fichett, 2002).  

Ji et al. (2000) asserted that control is so important to Westerners that they often fail to distinguish between objectively controllable and uncontrollable events and tend to perceive that they have more control than they actually do.  Langer (1975) called this the ‘illusion of control’, which is the expectation that personal success will be higher than the objective probability warrants.  However, this sense of personal control is not as important for East Asians (Ji et al., 2000).  For example, in research conducted by Yamaguchi et al. (1997), East Asians were optimistic about the collective control of the environment, whereas Americans assumed personal control of it.  Yamaguchi et al. (2005) asserted that people in collectivist cultures develop an illusory sense of collective control instead of personal control.

Hsu wrote (1972) that ‘the Chinese tends to mobilize his thought and action for the purpose of conforming to the reality, while the American tends to do so for the purpose of making the reality conform to him’ ( p. 13).  Hui and Triandis (1986) argued that Western cultures encourage individuals to pursue personal goals and to develop personal autonomy, whereas Asian cultures encourage individuals to accommodate their personal needs to the overall goals of the family and to adhere to social norms.  For example, individuals may feel confident when they attempt to fix their car with their friends, although they are not able to repair the car by themselves. 

Weisz, Rothbaum and Blackburn (1984) proposed that there are two ways to attempt control: primary control and secondary control.  In primary control, the target of control is the existing, external reality of one’s physical and social environment.  Individuals attempt to ‘enhance their rewards by influencing existing realities (e.g., other people, circumstances, symptoms, or behavior problems)’ (p. 95).  In secondary control, the target of control is oneself.  Individuals attempt to adapt to the existing realities without changing them.  Weisz, Rothbaum and Blackburn (1984) claimed that the Japanese value primary control less than secondary control, which in turn plays an important role in Japanese everyday life.

Closely related to control is the individual’s sense of power (Foucault, 1979).  In Hwang’s (1987) article on Chinese interpersonal relationships, his conceptual framework of power amongst the Chinese is ‘the sociomoral suasion, or peer-group pressure, that one may use to change the attitude, motivation, or behavior of another to conform to one’s will during the process of social interaction’ (p. 947).  He cited an experiment carried out by Mead in 1970 (Mead, 1970) in which the Chinese subjects asked to perform group tasks in an authoritarian, democratic or laissez-faire leadership atmosphere showed a higher degree of cohesiveness of judgment under authoritarian leadership.

Axiomatically, Asians feel a loss of control when power is given, but feel in control when more leadership or control is imposed.  Yang (1997) attested to the fact that the Chinese do not like to take on leadership roles and feel uncomfortable when they stand out.  According to Hwang (1987), this is for fear of disrupting the ‘integrity’ of the context, the spirit of holism.  The idea of control and consumption, addressed in Chapter 2.3, can take on a different interpretation in China with this indigenous view of control.

Holistic Attitude towards Choice





Although much has been written about them, little is known about the Chinese as consumers, particularly as consumers of symbolic meanings. In postmodernity, the symbolic meanings of consumption are embedded in the socio-cultural context. The concept of “Chineseness” is, however, fragmented, dynamic and subjective.  The sheer size of the Chinese population, China’s history and the socio-cultural orientation of the Chinese must be considered when evaluating them as consumers.  The holistic nature of Chinese culture is pivotal to the Chinese perception of self – in relation to others, control, choice and even as an emotional being.  The postmodern argument about the role of consumption in the making of the self takes on a new challenge amongst the Chinese when “social self symbolism and self-identity” (Elliott, 1997) intersect with a holistic ethos in “webs of significance” (Geertz, 1973).  The Chinese have  been characerised as collectivist, holistic, situation centered and interdependent.  This chapter attempts to bring attention to some of the critical issues in those interconnections and to further show that the omnipotence of consumption in the face of traditional institutional values in China definitely contributes to the spheres advocated in the recent CCT literature. 














The one-child policy in China has a postmodern beginning.  In the 1970s, Chinese scientists travelled to Italy to study the Club de Roma report, which was about population growth and the lack of resources. After reading this report, Chinese officials came to the conclusion that China could only support a population of 600 million.  Ironically, the report was later found to be based on false assumptions (McCarthy, 20/03/2003).  There had been numerous critiques of the work of Club de Roma in the West by the late 1970s (see, for example, Ludz [1975]; Nordhaus [1973]; O’Neill [2001]), yet they were not known in China because of its isolation (Greenhalgh, 2003).

The One-child Policy and Cybernetics

A major topic in the Club de Roma report is cybernetics and population control.  Cybernetics is the science of control and communication in complex machine systems, and the one-child policy is the result of cybernetic-based calculations (Wiener, 1948).  Greenhalgh (2005, 2003) revealed that China’s population problem and its ideal solution (that is, the one-child policy) were actually fabricated by Chinese population scientists, who used numbers and numerical pictures.  In fact, the one-child policy was a victory for natural scientists over social scientists, two groups that were engaged in a major struggle for political influence.  A key figure in this struggle was Jian Song, a missile scientist who had trained in Moscow under the world-famous control theorist, Feldbaum.  After the Sino-Soviet split in 1960, Song returned to China and became a military scientist.  He was the first to apply optimal control theory to missile guidance and control, and he later developed the one-child policy based on the principle of this theory.

In Maoist China, because of the threat from the United States and the Soviet Union, and because of China’s own ambition to become an international power, military science was a privileged site of knowledge and technology production.  It is said that Chinese science at that time was, virtually, military science (Feigenbaum, 2003; Lewis and Xue, 1988).  During Mao’s time, most social sciences were abolished, and the natural sciences were decimated.  However, Song, who was privileged as a military scientist, had access to foreign literature, data and computers and even had the opportunity to go abroad.  On a visit to Helsinki for the Seventh Triennial World Congress of the Federation of Automatic Control, Song encountered the cybernetic-based natural science of population and its control, which was tied to the work of Club de Roma (Song, 1986).  Composed largely of natural scientists who saw population in biological terms, the Club de Roma presented a global systems model in which population growth was destroying the environment and required strong, even drastic, control (Mesaraovic and Pestel, 1974).  Song was inspired by the notion of the application of system analysis theory to the population problem as put forward by the Club de Roma (Song, 1986).  Such a solution appeared far superior to the Marxian social science perspective that had predominated for so long in China, and thus, using cybernetics as the tool, Song advocated the idea of a one-child policy, while continuing to work in missile science.  In 1979, the Second National Symposium on Population was held in Chengdu, and, at the Symposium, members of Song’s group used mathematical models and newly available computer technology to forecast the future growth of the Chinese population (Song and Li, 1980).  Greenhalgh (2003) called it a ‘natural scientists’ science story’, in view of the ‘rhetorical packaging’ involved (p. 178), and noted that the data were ‘improvised’ (p. 181).  For example, the formulation of the policy took place in the 1970s, yet the data that were used were based on a population census in China that had been conducted in 1962.  Nevertheless, because of the high technology and scientific data that were presented, most of the attendees were very impressed, in particular, the government officials in charge of population policy.  Song’s group presented the large population as the major cause of China’s poverty, and thus the one-child policy seemed to offer a quick fix for all of the country’s problems.  Most importantly, it appeared to be a very modern and scientific solution.  Greenhalgh (2003) noted that the Chinese attitude towards Western science and technology was ‘close to idolatry’ (p. 171); there was a belief that science and technology would bring China prosperity, modernity and its long-awaited place in the world of nations (Li and White, 1991; Simon and Goldman, 1989).  The one-child policy was not only scientific, but it would bring forth ‘national salvation’ (Greenhalgh, 2003, p. 171).  Song, the engineer of the one-child policy, was described as the most influential mathematician of all time by the mathematical demographer Joel Cohen (1990).

The one-child policy was introduced in 1979-80 and has since prevented more than 300 million births, with profound effect on virtually every aspect of Chinese life.  Falbo et al. (1989) described the policy as ‘the most significant and ambitious social experiment ever attempted in human history’ (p. 483).

The One-child Policy is Bad or . . .

Because of its significance, the one-child policy has attracted much academic attention to the different issues associated with it.  However, most of the early studies were negative, such as studies on the suffering of women who longed for additional children, who were blamed by their husbands and parents-in-law for giving birth to daughters instead of sons and who faced surveillance, gynaecological exams, mandatory contraception fines and the loss of job benefits (Anagnost, 1988; Greenhalgh and Li, 1995; Kaufman, 1993).  Demographers have found an increasingly skewed Chinese gender ratio, which may result from female infanticide, parental refusal to register daughters, parental abandonment or lethal neglect of daughters, sex selection through selective abortion or some combination of these factors (Arnold and Liu, 1986; Johnson, 1996; Zeng et al., 1993).  As for the singletons themselves, they have been depicted as ‘spoiled brats’ (Wu, 1996), as selfish, spoiled, unsociable, maladjusted, narrow-minded, self-centred, conceited, fragile and cowardly (Wang, 1984).  They are also said to be characterised by a short attention span, obstinacy, a demand for the immediate gratification of their wishes, disrespect for elders, bossiness, lack of initiative and outbursts of temper (Tao and Chiu, 1985).  Falbo (1984) suggested that many of these findings involved stereotyping and often relied on mere impressions that amounted to a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ (p. 19).  Overtones of coercion, inhumanity and flouted principles of human rights may have had a negative priming effect on these studies.

More than two decades after the implementation of the one-child policy, Lin (2001), however, reported that ‘most comparative studies of behavior and personality [between single children] and non-single children [in China] show no significant differences’ (p. 128).  For example, in Zhang’s study (2004) on filial responsibility in China, there was no significant difference between single children and children from multiple-child families.  In 2002, McLoughlin (2005) visited six locations in China, after which he claimed that ‘the Chinese experiment of targeting one child per family appears to have received the enthusiastic support of the participants in the experiment’ (p. 312).  This bias may be because of the background of the participants in his study, who were Chinese political appointees, educators and social scientists.  More positive studies on the one-child policy have also been published.  For example, concerning the controversial gender issue, studies have revealed that there are more educational opportunities for female singletons.  Girls are better off living in one-child families in the big cities of modern China (Tsui and Rich, 2002; Short et al., 2001).  Fong (2002) explained: ‘They do not have to compete with brothers for parental investment.  Low fertility [has] enabled mothers to get paid work and, thus, gain the ability to demonstrate their filiality by providing their own parents with financial support.  Because their mothers have already proven that daughters can provide their parents with old age support, and because singletons have no brothers for their parents to favor, daughters have more power than ever before to defy disadvantageous gender norms’ (p. 1098). Further, because of the development of light industry in China, girls have a better opportunity to develop a career and in turn support the family (Fong, 2004, p. 42). 

It is envisioned that the one-child policy will be an ongoing, exploratory issue in view of its unprecedented nature; also, the first generation born under the one-child policy has just come of age (Fong, 2004; McLoughlin, 2005).  In the face of changes in macro-environmental factors, this first generation has been raised by parents who grew up during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976); the situation could be different when ‘only children [are] raising only children’ (McLoughlin, 2005, p. 311).

The Singleton as ‘Little Emperor’ and his Empire

Only children have often been called ‘Little Emperors’ because of their difficult behaviour (see, for example, Falbo [1984]; Tao and Chiu [1985]; Wu [1994]), yet Fong (2004) has united ‘reason with imagination’ (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p. 193) with his explication of the metaphor: 

Chinese singletons were called “Little Emperors” because their parents spoiled them just as the imperial court once spoiled its emperors.  But there were strings attached to the good living conditions singletons enjoyed.  Chinese emperors were pampered, but they also had a duty to bring glory and prosperity to their empire.  So it was with the “Little Emperors” created by China’s one-child policy (Fong, 2004, p. 30). 

It is hoped that the fertility transition produced by the ‘one-child policy will hasten the establishment of a modern economy that will improve China’s position in the capitalist world system’ (ibid., p. 27). 

However metaphorical ‘Little Emperors’ may sound, the one-child policy is believed to have helped not only to limit the growth, but also to improve the quality, of the population.  The Chinese officials in charge of population control have emphasised that the policy is a way to increase the ‘quality’ (sushi) of the Chinese people by applying to birth planning (jihua shengu) the same discipline that has been applied to economic planning (jihua jingli).  As then-Deputy Prime Minister Chen Mu-hua wrote in the official government newspaper, the People’s Daily (Renmin Ribao), in 1979: ‘The purpose of family planning and of controlling population growth is to promote the four modernizations and to improve the people’s standard of living, through which [the Little Emperors’] China will become a strong nation [empire]’ (Chen, 1979).

Means and Ends – Sudden and Extreme

Fertility transition is a process going on in most societies worldwide (Fong, 2004).  In other developed first-world countries with Chinese populations, such as Singapore and Taiwan, and in Hong Kong, the population is now characterised by small families.  In fact, low fertility is considered to be an integral component of the cultural model of modernisation.  The one-child policy, however, was drastic, unusually sudden and extreme (Fong, 2004; Greenhalgh, 2003).  Harvey (1990) argued that individual and national ‘choices’ about reproduction and family life in the capitalist world system are actually determined by the political economy of capitalism, which ‘continuously strives to shape bodies to its own requirement’ (p. 115).  Handwerker (1986) has succinctly pointed out that fertility tends to fall when ‘changes in opportunity structure and the labor market increasingly reward educationally acquired skills and perspectives, for these changes have the effect of sharply limiting or eliminating the expected intergenerational income flows both from children, and from the social relationships created by or through the use of children’ (p. 3).  The fertility transition caused by China’s one-child policy thus presents an ‘especially stark example of how the cultural model of modernization can shape individual lives’ (Fong, 2004, p. 26).  In other words, as a means to modernisation, the one-child policy has become part of the end itself.

An Investment – The Only Hope for Parents

Different studies on the Little Emperors have described them as an investment for their parents (Chee, 2000; Fong, 2004; Jing, 2000).  Only Hope, the title used by Fong for her study on the Little Emperors, maintains that the singleton has become the only hope of the family: 

[They] were expected to be the main source of their parents’ post-retirement income, medical payments, and nursing care.  Many of them will also have to support children, grandparents, parents-in-law, and grandparents-in-law.  In a modern economy that promotes increasingly large inequalities, only an elite job can supply enough income to enable one person to provide so many dependents with a respectable lifestyle (Fong, 2004, p. 29). 

In this connection, Chinese singletons face unusually ‘high levels of parental pressure and competition for elite status in the educational system and job market. . . .  The universality of singletons’ aspiration for elite status produced rapid diploma inflation and fierce competition in the educational system and the job market’ (ibid., pp. 28-29).  It is a Chinese tradition to move up the social ladder with education (Chan and McNeal, 2004).  Fong (2004) calls this the Chinese cultural model of upward mobility: ‘The cultural model buoyed the hopes of the poor and powerless, who dreamed of upward mobility through a child’s academic achievement’ (p. 106).  Educational expense has become a major expenditure in the single-child family (Short et al., 2001; Tsui and Rich, 2002).

Guanxi in a Newly Defined Family Structure

In a consumer study, Joy (2001) writes that ‘Chinese culture promotes the familial over the private self and that the attainment of family-oriented goals represents an important measure of self-realization and self-fulfillment’ (p. 239).  She further asserts a ‘familial self’ in the context of Chinese culture.  The one-child policy will obviously have changed the traditional family structure and values – just think, in a few generations, terms such as ‘cousin’ and ‘nephew’ will become obsolete in China.  Chee (2000) asserts that a parent’s bond with his or her child may become even more intense.  Earlier, a couple may have had three children.  Under the population controls in effect since the 1980s, however, they have been restricted to one child, who will offer them their only opportunity to realise the kinship identity of ‘parent’.  As discussed in the previous chapter on Chinese consumers, the concept of (jia) family is important for different kinds of relationship concepts in Chinese culture.  Family is envisioned to be critical in relation to others, control and choice and even in one’s emotional being.

Traditionally, skill at developing guanxi is encouraged at a young age in China (Yang, 1994).  Referring to Birch and Mussen et al. (Birch, 1980; Mussen et al., 1974), Chee (2000) argues that 

peer groups [versus the child’s siblings, previously] help the child develop a concept of himself.  The ways in which peers react to the child and the bases upon which he is accepted or rejected give him a clearer, and perhaps more realistic, picture of his assets and liabilities.  Without siblings at home, single children probably rely more heavily on responses from classmates in order to gain insight into themselves (p. 57). 

This challenges the idea that the singletons are ‘spoiled brats’ (Wu, 1996) or selfish, spoiled, unsociable, maladjusted and self-centred (Wang, 1984).  It is interesting to note that in Chee’s (2000) study, ‘the father of a fourth-grader in Beijing in 1997 remarked that although his son did not have high marks at school, the boy “had very many friends”’ (p. 56).

Little Emperors’ Empire – The Material World

Singletons are described as materialistic because of the unremitting pressure around them at school and in the family: they have been culturalised with material pleasure.  For example, it is not unusual for them to receive material rewards, in particular, for academic achievement (Chee, 2000; Fong, 2004; Guo, 2000).  In Fong’s study (2004), the Little Emperor’s parents and the teenagers that she met often expressed their lives in material terms, with detailed fantasies; however, the fantasies of the Little Emperors were always about the expensive gifts that they would buy for their parents.  In a study of food consumption amongst the Little Emperors, they were characterised as having a ‘material-goods-make-happiness’ ethic (Jing, 2000, p. 156).  In fact, McNeal and Yeh (1997) argued that the parents of singletons are inclined to provide their children with the material wealth that they themselves lacked when they were growing up under Mao, which they coin ‘compensation syndrome’.  Yan (2006) writes that ‘[s]hopping has become an increasingly important part of everyday life. . . .  A primary school teacher told me [Yan] that children in her class know much more about brand names than do many of the teachers.  Every Monday, these children talk about their experiences in shopping malls over the past weekend’ (pp. 69-70).  They are probably the first cohort of material children in modern China (White, 1994).

Not Only the Little Emperors themselves are Consumers

Early consumer studies on the Little Emperors of China are limited (see, for example, Chan and McNeal [2004]; Davies and Sensenbrenner [2000]; Jing [2000]; McNeal and Yeh [1997]), yet a profile of this group of consumers does exist.  McNeal and Yeh (1997) studied 1,496 singletons in kindergarten through the fifth grade in Beijing and Tianjin, for example, and found that the average influence of China’s urban children on family purchases substantially exceeds that of American children and probably exceeds that of children anywhere in the world.  This is because of the ‘4-2-1 syndrome’ (si-er-yi zonghe zheng), which means four grandparents and two parents pampering one child (Su, 1994).  Not only the Little Emperors themselves, but also their parents and even grandparents, are also important consumers (Chan and McNeal, 2004).

A Glimpse of How the Little Emperors are Marketed to

To try to key into the unique ‘lived experience’ (Holt, 1997) of the Little Emperors, Heinz in China has tried to associate its products with the dreams of parents for the high achievement of their children and began its marketing campaign in university towns and high-technology districts in large cities.  The notion is that ‘if the best and brightest Chinese embraced Heinz’s rice cereal, there would be a ripple effect of emulation’ (Jing, 2000, p. 19).  Furthermore, the company has done most of its advertising in prime time, with televisions in more than 95 percent of urban Chinese households.  Heinz has tried to take advantage of the 4-2-1 factor in China.  It displays its brand name in English, accompanied by a line of Chinese characters on its packages that states that the product is made of ‘high-protein, nutritional rice powder’.  The intention is to sell the Heinz rice product along with a dose of science and modernity, which has a special appeal in a society in which the urban family’s (four grandparents, two parents and one child) priority is its single child.
 KFC – Chicky Sings Happy Birthday!

In China, KFC’s most recognisable symbol, Colonel Sanders, has been ushered out and replaced by ‘Chicky’, a ‘youngish, fun-loving, and child-specific KFC icon specifically developed for the Chinese market and introduced there in 1995’ (Lozada, 2000, p. 117).  Amongst its other characteristics, Chicky also works hard in school: 

On a back-to-school pencil case given to customers ordering the KFC children’s meal in August 1995, Chicky exhorts the young customers to “study hard, play hard”. . . .  The Chicky character provided a strong contrast to Colonel Sanders, the dominant symbol of KFC on its arrival in China in 1987 – whose statue stood like a guardian at the entrance of the first Beijing restaurant.  It gradually became clear to local managers that Beijing children had problems relating to the Colonel.  They identified him as an elderly and dour grandfather, with his white suit, white hair, and goatee (Lozada, 2000, p. 119). 

Watson (2000) contended that Chicky’s most important job is to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to the children, because the birthday party is an American import in China.  Amongst other possible significations, Chicky represents ‘wealth, modernity, scientific knowledge, [and] prosperity’ and can also be a statement about China’s ‘cosmopolitanism and familiarity with things foreign’ (Gillette, 2000, p. 88). 

Mommy in McDonald’s, Mama at Home

‘A Beijing mother said that at home her daughter habitually called her “mama”, but that when she took her daughter to McDonald’s, the little girl would address her mother as “mommy”, a word Chinese children have picked up from picture books and imported television cartoon shows’ (Guo, 2000, p. 104).

‘Auntie McDonald’ is the host of McDonald’s in China, along with ‘Uncle McDonald’.  They ‘record the children’s names, addresses, and birthdates on a special list called the “Book of Little Honorary Guests”.  Later they visit the children’s families and their kindergarten[s] and primary schools’ (Yan, 2006, p. 62).  As they are for KFC, birthday parties are an important marketing strategy for McDonald’s in China: 

Arriving with five or more guests, a child can expect an elaborate ritual performed, free of charge, in a special enclosure called “children’s paradise”.  The ritual begins with an announcement over the restaurant’s loudspeakers – in both Chinese and English – giving the child’s name and age, together with Uncle McDonald’s congratulations. . . .  Paper and pens are provided so children can draw pictures; essay contests are held for primary and secondary school students; and children’s programs, with parents acting as the audience, are hosted in some restaurants” (ibid., p. 63). 

Yan posited that ‘McDonald’s’ special appeal to children is partially and indirectly due to its association with Americans and modernity’ (ibid., p. 64). 





Marshall Sahlins (1972) has argued that the capitalist world system makes people feel poor by convincing them that they have ‘infinite needs’.  Fong (2004) interviewed a singleton’s mother and found that ‘her family now had a color television, a washing machine, their own bathroom, and meat at nearly every meal, all of which she had on other occasions told me were unimaginable in her own childhood’ (p. 16).  Fong was therefore surprised when the mother told her that she felt poor:

I never thought I would be this poor.  I’m glad we weren’t allowed to have more than one child because as it is, we can barely support the one we have. . . .  When I was a child, schooling was almost free.  Now Li Na [her daughter] comes home asking for more money for school fees every few weeks.  She sees a friend with name-brand clothing and wants it too.  Our neighbors have home theater systems, and it’s embarrassing that we don’t.  I never felt this poor when I was small (ibid.).  
Referring to Emil Durkheim, Chee (2000) considered whether ‘rising prosperity may cause mental suffering of greater severity than that occurring during times of poverty’ (p. 68).  Durkheim (1951) sought to account for the rise in suicides during periods of rapid economic expansion in Prussia and Italy during the mid- and late-nineteenth century.  He reasoned that poverty serves as a restraint on aspirations because ‘actual possessions are part of the criterion aspired to’ (p. 254).  However, during periods of economic expansion, the ‘limits are unknown between the possible and the impossible. . . .  Consequently, there is no restraint upon aspirations’ (ibid., p. 253).  Chee (2000) further elaborated on this idea, saying that ‘aspirations to realize material happiness and to gain social inclusion were strongly encouraged by the climate of competition between companies that aimed to sell trendy snack foods and other goods to children’ (p. 69).  Consumption has thus become a site for competition, which has overshadowed the enchantment with the liberation of choices in the market (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995); the seemingly individual freedoms and self-determination inherent in liberation have become a paradox of wealth (Schwartz, 2004).  The Little Emperors face a ‘postmodern predicament’ (Lawson, 1985) in the face of the consumer revolution in China (Davies, 2000).
 
Postmodern Consumers – The First Cohort of Little Emperors

The first cohort of Little Emperors has now come of age (McLoughlin, 2005).  Fong (2004) has argued that ‘[w]hat mattered most was not their singleton status per se, but rather the fact that they were singletons in a society used to large families’ (p. 2).  A paradox exists, however, because ‘they [the singletons] had first-world expectations even though they were living in a third-world society. . . .  Children, however, saw the first-world living conditions their parents provided them as a lifestyle to which they were entitled.  This sense of entitlement was deeply disturbing to older generations’ (ibid., p. 157).  Giddens (2002) characterised the world we live in today as a ‘runaway world’, and the ‘rush’ in his discussion of globalisation can only be intensified amongst the Little Emperors of China.  Further to Fong’s aforementioned assertion, Won (2004/2005) has posited that the context of the one-child policy is ‘a confusing hybrid of the past and present, socialism and capitalism, traditions and modernity, a chaos of current transformation, [and] a coexistence of the first world and the third world together at the same time’ (p. 729).





We do not know much about the Chinese in the postmodern market context, for example, how they use the symbolic meanings of the market in the socio-cultural context.  Even more stagnant is our understaning of a new population in China that is also unprecedented in human history: the singletons – that is, people born under the one-child policy.  This policy has been described as the most significant and ambitious social experiment ever attempted in human history.  The policy was an attempt to hasten the establishment of China as a world power.  The children born under the one-child policy are called ‘Little Emperors’, as they are very often described as being spoilt and with behaviour problem.  The policy was sudden and drastic.  The first cohort of Little Emperors came of age in the first years of the new century. These children are described as having First-World expectations, although they live in the Third World. This first generation has been raised by parents who grew up during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976)  The one-child policy has changed the traditional family structure and values, by extension guanxi.    Along with the advancement of the economy in China, there is evidence that the postmodern ethos of consumption that has overtaken Western culture has already begun to encroach on China.  The Little Emperors are descrbed as materialistic and have been culturalised to believe in material pleasure.  Without being aware of it, the Little Emperors are already using the literacy of consumption in the symbolic project of self. The consumption culture of postmodernity has arrived, implicitly and explicitly.






Central to postmodernism is the concept of self aligned with the consumption of the symbolic meaning of goods, in which the meaning of consumption is constituted, sustained, transformed and shaped by broader historical forces and grounded in specific socioeconomic circumstances and marketplace systems.  This paper examines the first generation of Little Emperors in China within this conceptual framework and, in particular, investigates their fashion and brand consumption.

1).  Identity Constuct of the Little Emperors in the Theatre of Consumption
The singletons born under the one-child policy constitute a generation that is unprecedented in human history.  They have been called ‘Little Emperors’ because of their difficult behaviour (Falbo, 1984; Tao and Chiu, 1985).  Historically, ‘Chinese emperors were pampered, but they also had a duty to bring glory and prosperity to their empire.  So it was with the “Little Emperors” created by China’s one-child policy’ (Fong, 2004, p. 30). 

More than two decades after it was introduced in 1979, the first generation has grown up (Fong, 2004; McLoughlin, 2005).  In the face of changes in macro-environmental factors, this first generation has been raised by parents who grew up during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) (McLoughlin, 2005)  Won (2004/2005) wrote that the context of the one-child policy is ‘a confusing hybrid of the past and the present, socialism and capitalism, traditions and modernity, a chaos of current transformation, [and] a coexistence of the first world and the third world together at the same time‘ (p. 729). 

In the Western world, the ‘consumer revolution . . . has changed the Western concepts of time, space, society, the individual, the family and the state’ (McCracken 1988, p. 3).  McKendrick et al. (1982) argued that the consumer revolution has brought along a ‘great transformation’ in Western culture.  The hegemony of consumption is highlighted in a state of postmodernity that is characterised by hyperreality, fragmentation, the reversal of consumption and production, the decentring of the subject and paradoxical juxtapositions.  Consumers are engaging in a symbolic project, in which they must actively construct identity out of the symbolic materials in the market.

In China, because of the extremeness and suddenness of the one-child policy, the first generation of Little Emperors finds itself in a postmodern vertigo characterised by an overflow of commodities/signs in the market.  As relatively inexperienced consumers, commodities have become signs or symbolic resources for identity construction.  The first research area is: Identity Constuct of the Little Emperors in the Theatre of Consumption.
 

2) The negotiation of consumption as a new institution versus traditional values at play

Consumption has become a new institution in the Western world.  Firat and Venkatesh (1995) wrote that ‘modern social and political institutions have been under attack from the postmodernist and other countermodern discourses[;] they have lost the confidence of their constituencies. . . .  The void created by their dissolution has been filled in by the market’ (p. 245).  In this connection, through consumption, people can generate values, meanings of life and even their own existence (Elliott and Eccles et al., 1996).

With 5,000 years of uninterrupted history, the sheer size of the Chinese population and its holistic and contextual orientation makes the postmodern argument regarding the role of consumption as an institution in the making of the self amongst the first generation of Little Emperors even more of a challenge.

3). Fashion and Brand literacy of the Little Emperors in the interplay of identity contruct and other institutional forces from traditional values

Brands and fashion are deliberately chosen as the consumption sites in this study, in view of their saliency as symbolic resources in the construction of identities in postmodernism.  Barnard (1996), Baudrillard (1998), Elliott and Wattanasuwan (1998), Schouten and Schouten (1995) and Wallendorf (2001) have all raised some theoretical issues inspired by literacy in consumer research.  Their elaboration of literacy focuses more than anything else on the consumer’s ability to read and write and its impact on consumption.  By extension, Campbell (2005) stated that consumption today is characterised by a marked element of skill and mastery, whilst also allowing for creativity and self-expression; consumption is a craft (p. 28).  Bengtsson and Firat (2006) contended that a high level of consumption literacy is ‘the ability to fully participate in the culture of brands.  Consumers do not just follow the cultural meanings, but [are] able to reformulate and play with them’ (p. 378).  Another area of interest in this study is the way in which literacy is expressed amongst the first generation of the one-child policy in the interplay of identity construct and other institutional forces from traditional values.
Conclusion

Consumption has become a new institutional force in postmodernity; in this context, fashion and brand literacy has emerged.  China is one of the most competitive markets in the world, and its holistic culture, uniqueness and even complexity have been further accented by the one-child policy population, the ‘Little Emperors’, a population unprecedented in human history.  The first generation of the one-child policy (born around 1979-1980) has now come of age.  They are the target informants for this study.  Three research foci have been highlighted, namely:  1).  Identity Constuct of the Little Emperors in the Theatre of Consumption; 2) The negotiation of consumption as a new institution versus traditional values at play; and 3). Fashion and Brand literacy of the Little Emperors in the interplay of identity contruct and other institutional forces from traditional values.


Chapter 4: Summary and Methodology

Summary
Postmodernity is characterised by hyperreality, fragmentation, the reversal of consumption and production, the decentring of the subject and paradoxical juxtapositions (of opposites).  In this context, the influence of traditional institutional forces on individual fulfilment has declined, and consumption has emerged as a new institution.  Central to the postmodern concept is the proposition that consumers no longer consume products for their material utilities, but rather consume the symbolic meaning of the products.  Through this activity, individuals are provided with the opportunity to construct, maintain and communicate identity and social meaning, which gives them greater control – of their identity and over their own existence.

In the theatre of consumption, brand and fashion play significant roles.  Today, brand is more than an identification; it has become a symbolic resource for the construction of ourselves and our affiliation in communities.  However, fashion intervenes between the individual personality and the outside world.  Fashion is a key element in the aestheticisation of lifestyle, and different fashions or types of clothing carry different subjective meanings that are ‘intertextualised and socially negotiable’ in our daily presentation of self.  In a postmodern frame, fashion and brand can be signified(s) or signifier(s): their meaning is neither deterministic nor unidirectional – it is like a game in which individuals can improvise within the constraints of rules.  A postmodern type of literacy is thus cultivated.  With the emergent literacy of brand and fashion, the marketplace provides new opportunities and challenges for consumers to exert control in the social milieu of ‘integration and differentiation’.  However, it is envisioned that in a holistic culture such as China’s, in which the culture is characterised by an ‘interdependent self’, postmodern, liberated consumption will be disciplined by an internalised feeling of ‘somebody’s watching’.

The postmodern position regarding the omnipotence of consumption may pose new challenges amongst a segment of consumers in China – the ‘Little Emperors’.  China is one of the most competitive domestic markets in the world.  With 5,000 years of uninterrupted history, the country is characterised by a deep, common culture, but it is not a homogeneous society.  China is a patchwork of local cultures.  Nevertheless, the holistic nature of Chinese culture is pivotal to the Chinese perception of self – in relation to others, control, choice and even as an emotional being.  In 1979, China put into effect the one-child policy, a social policy that is unprecedented in human history and that was also a shock to Chinese culture.  The policy was sudden and drastic, with ‘a confusing hybrid of the past and present, socialism and capitalism, traditions and modernity, a chaos of current transformation, and a coexistence of the first world and the third world together at the same time’ (Won, 2005, p. 729); coincidentally, a postmodern condition was constituted.  With the development of the economy in China, there is evidence of the encroachment of a new institution, consumption.  The children of the one-child policy, the Little Emperors (that is, singletons) are overshadowed by the ‘material-goods-make-happiness’ ethos; the Little Emperors are already using the literacy of consumption in the symbolic project of self.

Firat and Venkatesh (1995) characterised postmodernity as ‘fragmentation, plurality, fluidity, and the intermingling of consumption tradition and ways of life’.  It is interesting to note that in the application of this picture to the Little Emperors of China, the dynamics are even stronger amongst the first generation of singletons.  With the drastic, extreme changes that have taken place in China in so short a period of time, and given the third-world experience and first-world expectations of this cohort, the Little Emperors are, literally, a group of postmodern consumers.  However, who they are in this theatre of consumption is still unknown.


To Understand the Chinese . . .

The holistic nature of Chinese culture – a gigantic population with a nuanced unity – has caused difficulty in the understanding of Chinese consumers (Liu, 2000).  Yang (1997) pointed out the inadequacy of positivist studies that involve Chinese participants.  For example, Chinese study participants are very influenced by social norms, and their answers tend to be neutral, with a high percentage of ‘I don’t know’ answers in the returns.  Also, participants tend to form an overall bias towards the questionnaire instead of evaluating questions individually.  To understand the Little Emperors in this postmodern context, we need something that can enable us to celebrate the complication, contradiction and inconsistency in the society and to reach the unconscious minds of individual, emotionally layered consumers (Liu, 2000). 
	
In this connection, several previous studies are worth mentioning.  To explain the situation-centred nature of the Chinese and the fact that they are emotionally united and undermined in representation, Hsu (1972) referred to classical Chinese painting, wherein viewers obtain a better idea of the subject from the situation or environment than they do from the subject him or herself.  Figure 4.1 presents a classical Chinese painting from the Sung Dynasty (960-1279), entitled Poet Tao Yuan Ming on the Mountain, which serves as a perfect example.  The main character, the poet, is depicted by his relationship to a servant and the landscape rather than through his form or facial expression. 

Further, the major schools of thought and belief in China are Confucian, Taoism and Buddhism (King, 1992; Lin, 1936; Tu, 2000).  ‘Chinese scholars examine the text together with its commentaries and understand its meaning through its multifaceted exegetical prism. . . .  A hermeneutic tradition has thrived in China for many centuries’ (Tu, 2000, pp. ix-x).  In the preface of Fei’s (1939) ethnographic study, which was carried out in China, Malinowski writes, ‘It grapples fully and deliberately with that most elusive and difficult phase of modern life: the transformation of traditional culture under Western impact’ (p. xix).  Decades later, no one can deny that there has been a ‘transformation’ in China.  These comments on visual representation, critical textual interpretation (hermeneutics) (Arnold and Fischer, 1994) and ethnography lead us to the final application/inclusion of ethnosemiotics in this study, which is elaborated on later in this chapter.

(Figure 4.1. Poet Tao Yuan Ming on the Mountain)

The Study Starts With a Serendipitous Catch

This research had a serendipitous beginning, as advocated by Zaltman (2000).  The original plan was for a research study amongst young consumers in China.  Coincidentally, the classes assigned to me are in their third or final year, and most of the students have just turned 20. It was intriguing to find out that, they were the first generation of the one child-policy in China, a group of population not only new in China but alos new in human history.  Little has been done to understand them as consumers.  On first glance,  they look much more mature than they should; the boys are in formal trousers and shirts, and the girls are also in relatively formal attire (see Figure 4.2).  A fashion re-signification process is obvious.  In contrast to the Western world, leather shoes are more popular than trainers, despite the fact that many of the informants have to walk a long way to school, as their homes are not well-served by public transport and the bicycle is still the main means of transport (see Figure 4.3).  These ‘absences’, in addition to the desire to explicate the ‘linkage between their action and meaning and the ideological hegemony’ (Elliott, 1999, p.120), is what triggered this study.

						
(Figure 4.2. Wardrobe of the informants)
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Consumer research in the postmodern context is characterised by chaos/disorder, ambiguity/indeterminacy, performance/imitation, playfulness/self-centeredness, participation/parody, incongruity/chance, heterogeneity/plurality and style/service (Bouchet, 1994; Harvey, 1990).  Holbrook (1995) has argued for a radical agenda for consumer research.  In view of the ‘paradoxical nature of postmodern culture which imparts on the consumer through fragmentation and ambiguity . . . this entails the development of mixed methodologies to generate multiple perspectives on socially constructed reality’ (Elliott, 1999, p. 119).  Elliott (1999) further posited the concept of ethnosemiotics, which can integrate 

phenomenology, social representations and discourse analysis. . . .  Phenomenology focuses on the contextualized experience of consumption as it emerges in recurring experiential patterns. . . .  Social representations are composed of two mental entities, concepts and images . . . and engaging with the complexity of a constructed world of both reality and illusion . . . discourse analysis is concerned with naturally occurring speech and its social, rather than linguistic organization’ (pp. 118-119). 

Elliott (1999) referred to Fiske for the origin of ethnosemiotics.  Fiske (1990) explicitly avowed a semiotic reading of ethnographic data, saying that ‘the ethnographer has to work not only with the data obtained, but also with absences[;] semiotics tells us that what is absent from the text is as significant as what is present’ (p. 96).  In his article on ethnosemiotics, he exemplified the importance of autoethnography, which celebrates the subjectivity in his study, and he ‘opens up the realm of the interior and the personal, and . . . articulate[s] that which in the practices of everyday life, lies below any conscious articulation’ (Fiske, 1990, p.90).

Semiotic Reading – Close Reading of What is Absent







Branislow Malinowski is attributed with formulating the fieldwork of ethnography as a paradigm or theory (Firth, 1985).  Early ethnographic works are characterised by the ‘colonial order[;] colonizers were shown as being at the top of the evolutionary cultural and racial hierarchies’ (Tedlock, 2000, p.457).  An ethnographer consciously perceives things from a higher culture, and the study is conducted in a totally alienated culture.  In 1935, Malinowski met a student from China, Fei Xiao-tung.  In the preface to Fei’s study ‘Peasant Life in China’ (Fei, 1939), Malinowski commented that the work was a milestone in the development of ethnography from the indigenous perspective.  Fei is today considered to be the father of social sciences in China.  Furthermore, he is the forerunner of what is called the ‘indigenous psychological movement’, particularly in Greater China, which is a group that advocates research that has a respect for indigenous culture.

Ethnography is more than a form of data collection; it aims to explicate patterns of action that are cultural and/or social rather than cognitive (Arnould and Wallendorf, 1994).  An ethnographer assumes a ‘holistic outlook’ and the ‘acceptance of multiple realities’ (Fetterman, 1998)  The most important contribution of ethnography, as posited by Elliott and Elliott (2003), is the capacity of ethnographers to develop ‘thick descriptions’ of social behaviour, in which they are faced with ‘a multiplicity of complex conceptual structures, many of them superimposed upon or knotted into one another, which are not once strange, irregular and inexplicit and which he must contrive somehow first to grasp and then to render’ (Geertz, 1973, p. 10).  In consumer research, ethnography has been used in different contexts, including in American homes during Thanksgiving (Wallendorf and Arnould, 1991), on Harley Davidson owners (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995), on advertising literacy (Ritson and Elliott, 1999), on the gay community (Kates, 2004) and even in cyber space in a brand study (Muniz and Schau, 2005).

In addition to the concern for the ‘reading’ or interpretation of the data, which Arnould and Wallendorf (1994) referred to as ‘academic and ethnographic credibility’, they have further identified three other important criteria for an ethnographic study: a natural setting, participant observation and multiple sources of data.

To Gain Entry to the Natural Setting

It is important to avoid a chilling effect as a result of walking into a community cold (Fetterman, 1998).  Hence, the author used the guanxi of his affiliation with a university in Hong Kong to secure a teaching position in the business department of a key university in Shanghai for one semester.  This university was founded in 1951, has an enrolment of more than 20,000 students and a faculty and staff of 3,300.  It is located in downtown Shanghai and is renowned for its textile and fashion education.  According to the people I talked to in Shanghai, it is viewed as a good university, but of the second tier.  On average, I was assigned to three hours of teaching per week (Figure 4.4), although at times I was required to conduct seminars to other classes on special request.  This teaching assignment gave me a ‘strategic vantage point’ for this study (Lang and Lang, 1991).  As Tedlock (1991) posited, this ‘vantage point and critical practice resulted in the shift from participant observation to the observation of the participation, in which ethnographers both experience and observe their own and other’s co-participation within the ethnographic scene of encounter’ (p.464).  As Confucian values have a pervasive influence on Chinese behaviour (Gabrenya and Hwang, 1996), this teaching position, along with the trust endowed by Chinese culture, allowed me quick access to my informants.  Suspicions dissipated after just one class.

Unlike the first week, most students were just sitting there listening quietly and it’s more out of curiosity that they asked me about my background, my research, Hong Kong, etc.  A. Chu, who’s the class rep., was ‘ordered’ by the teacher (a person assigned by the university to be responsible for my stay in the university) during the first meeting to take care of me.  He quickly asked around if there was anyone in the class who would like to volunteer to be informants.  I have had a good response from them and immediately (see Figure 4.4).  I arranged a group discussion with them in their own dormitory.  (Researcher’s notes)


(Figure 4.4. Class in Shanghai: the first person in the white shirt on the left is the class representative, who helped me a lot with the organisation and was an important informant)
Participant Observations (Complemented by Non-Participant Observations)





(Figure 4.5. I go shopping with my informants)











(Figure 4.8. Outside of his room during a dormitory visit, the informant is trying to impress me with how great this jacket is)

In some instances, the presence of the researcher may cause distortion to the essence of the behaviour being studied (Arnould and Wallendorf, 1994).  Therefore, non-intrusive observations or non-participant observations were planned, as inspired by the work of Rust (1993), in which the researchers posed as shoppers, and Spradley and Mann (1975), who worked as cocktail waitresses.  With the guanxi of an ex-student working in Shanghai, the author posed as a salesperson in a department store for a week.  In addition, non-selective or spontaneous observations were carried and recorded with the aid of a digital camera and field notes (more than 300 typed pages).  Much ‘unnecessary trivia’, in fact, turns out to be important data with introspection, as noted by Agar (1996).  This introspective process gained me new understanding of the intertextuality of the context or showed me new paths to probe.  For example, an interest in privacy was triggered by a visit to the men’s toilet, and pictures were taken on a hunch (see Chapter 5 for a further discussion).


Interviews, Formal and Informal

A key aspect of ethnographic interviews is the focus on the use of non-directive questions (Elliott and Elliott, 2003).  This pertains to all of the different interview approaches used in this study, including group interviews (formal and informal), long interviews with life history and casual conversations.

Group interviews can facilitate more ‘social interaction’ amongst the informants (Berg, 1998), and they enable ‘the researcher to gather a large amount of information about such interaction’ within the time constraints (Madriz, 2000, p. 836).  In this research, their most contributive role was in the construction of the ‘research agenda’.  For example:

When there was talk about idols, I was expecting they would talk about  some pop stars, movie stars, singers. . . .  Yet, like the group before, Chu in this group said it’s Zhou En-Lai, the former prime minister, whilst in the other group, some names of politicians were brought up, which is quite contrary to my previous pilot study in Hong Kong.  (Researcher’s notes)

More importantly, it was during these focus group discussions that the author discovered that most of the informants belonged to the generation of the one-child policy, born around 1979.  With further deliberation, the focus was thus set, as the entire class was more or less in the same age group.  Thus, whilst recruiting informants who belonged to the first generation of the one-child policy sounds very difficult, in fact, because the study was carried out at a university, the sampling job was relatively easy.  In this connection, the process of narrowing the focus was not as painful as Agar (1996) described.

Long Interviews with Life History

Loosely structured, nondirective long interviews were employed (McCracken, 1986).  These interviews were usually started with some grand tour topics, as McCracken (1986) advised, followed by the participants’ own life histories (Atkinson, 1998).  Ruth Behar (1995) posited that ‘[a] life history narrative should allow one to see the subjective mapping of experience, the working out of a culture and a social system that is often obscured in a typified account’ (p. 150). 

In addition to gaining a greater understanding of the informants, these interviews were also an effective means of getting them into conversations, as a primary objective was to explore intertextuality.  As Holt (1997) contended, 

intertextuality is a cultural process in which the meaning of a particular cultural object (including goods) or action (including consumption) are always constructed by metaphoric, imagistic, and narrative association with other cultural objects and practices that are part of the historically accumulated cultural resources of a collectivity (p. 329).  

Whenever possible, formal long interviews with life history were conducted in the informants’ own territory, as recommended by Hammersley and Atkinson (1997).  The informants were more relaxed in their own homes or dormitories, but these surroundings also offered more cues to the interviewer on different topics.

Informal Interviews and Casual Conversations

To be as ‘experience near’ as possible (Geertz, 1973), data were also collected during informal interviews and casual conversations while ‘hanging out’ with the informants (Agar, 1996).  For the collection of multiple data, questioning took place in teahouses, while shopping, in restaurants, on the bus and sometimes even deliberately in a distinct setting, such as a luxury coffee shop or a high-end shopping mall, to see how the interviewees would respond.

He (Zhang) had never heard of Hang Lung and the CITIC Center​[1]​ before, so it was his first time to go there.  When we got to Hang Lung and the CITIC Center, he said that “it’s definitely a mall for high-end products and people of the upper class – even the door is so difficult to push open.”  (Researcher’s notes)





There were twenty-five key informants in this study.  Twenty-four of them were born around   1979:  they were from the first generation of the implementation of the one-child policy in China. As all of them were from key universities in China, they were considered as a privileged group in the country.  An attempt was to acheive for a balanced gender representation: 11 of the informants were male and 14 of them were female. All of the informants were about to graudate, either in their final year or in their third year.  In other words, they would soon be working and developing another identity in the rites of passage in life.  For triangulation purposes, seven formal group discussions were conducted, with five of them including informants with the same profiles and two of them composed of Master degree students from mainland China.  Informal interviews were conducted with whomever it was deemed appropriate whenever it was possible, and these informants included taxi drivers, the parents of the main informants, their friends, salespeople in department stores, a fashion designer and the director of a major brand in China. Names of the informants have been disguised in this study.

Name 	Sex 	Age	Personal Details
Wang	Male	22	Major in Production Management. A year 4 student from Anhui. Father is a very senior manager of a state-owned enterprise; mother is a retired physician. Very hard working, a top student in the class. Had a girlfriend before, but because he thought a man should have a career before he gets married, he stopped going out with her. However, they have made a commitment that one day will get back together.
Chu	Male 	22	Major in Marketing. A year 4 student. A Local Shanghainese. Father is a civil servant; mother retired a long time ago because of cardiovascular disease. The parents were previously on the point of divorce, but decided to stay together so that it did not affect Chu’s schooling. 
Shing	Female	22	Major in Marketing. A year 4 student. Childhood in Harbin. Started junior high school in Shanghai. Parents both work in a construction company. She has a younger brother and, as a girl, feels discrimination from her parents. In this connection, she always tries to excel. She has an outstanding academic performance. Further, she’s the chairperson of the Student Union at the university. However, she cried during the long interview when she talked about her parents.
Cheung Wei	Female	21	Major in Marketing.  A year 4 student from Anhui. Both parents work in the maintenance department of the Railway Company in Anhui, although her mother used to work in purchasing. Very timid. Her parents try very hard to support her studies in Shanghai. She cherishes the experience of preparing dinners for her parents, which they appreciated.
Ping 	Male	22	Major in Production Management. A year 4 student from a small village in Hunan. Parents are dressmakers. Every thing has a good agenda in his mind. Very proud of his academic performance; he is one of two children in his village who managed to go to university. However, he still thinks he deserves to go to a better university, even though the one he’s attending is a key university.
Yi Pui	Female	21	Major in Marketing. A year 4 student. Local Shanghainese. Always happy and positive. Outfits always well-coordinated. Father is in the antique business; mother is retired. The saddest thing in her life is that she couldn’t get into the Police Academy and obtain a stable income. Romance gives her happiness. She likes Christmas, but doesn’t know much about it. 
Cheung Nam	Female 	21	Major in Marketing. A year 4 student. Local Shanghainese. Both parents work for a German company. She’s quite proud of her English, which is also known amongst her classmates. Coincidentally, the person who influenced her most was her high school English teacher. One of the few girls to have international brands in her wardrobe, including MEXX and Express, although she doesn’t know anything about them.
Yung	Male 	21	Major in Marketing. A year 3 student. Local Shanghainese. Mother is retired; father works in a seafood company. A relatively independent boy, he lives alone in an old house because his parents moved to a new apartment to give him privacy. His relationship with his girlfriend turned sour as soon as she got into an elite university, Fudan. He thought that his girlfriend shouldn’t do better than he does.
Meng	Female	21	Major in Marketing. A year 4 student from Zhengzhou. Father is a senior government official in human resources; mother is a university professor. No major setbacks in life. Was previously a Christian, but left because she couldn’t accept the concept of original sin. She admitted that she became a Christian mostly out of curiosity and because of its Western image. She also had a boyfriend before out of curiosity.
Tong	Female	20	Major in Production Management. A year 4 student. Local Shanghainese. Father is a university professor; mother is a high school teacher. Relatively fashion conscious, but often over-dressed. She took the initiative to start her relationship with her current boyfriend. She always tries to behave in a ‘Western’ way. For example, she uses a lot of English in daily conversation. I was once very surprised when she blindfolded me with her hands when I was waiting for her and her boyfriend in the high street. This is very unusual amongst the Chinese.
Luk	Female	21	Major in Marketing. A year 4 student. Local Shanghainese. Mother is a mechanic in a textile factory; father used to work in the same company, but was laid off recently. Since her father was laid off, she has felt pressure to take care of the family herself. When conversing, she always uses the word ‘they’. Many Japanese comic books in her house; her idols are a group of TV stars from Taiwan. In her dormitory, she showed me a small electric coffee pot that was a secret, as students are not allowed to use extra appliances due to electricity consumption concerns. She thought this little secret was a big deal.
Pei	Female	23	Major in Production Management.  A year 4 student from Huibei. Parents run a grocery store in Huibei; mother also sell clothes in the store. She prides herself on her appearance. She told me that when she was small, she was always chosen to represent the school in performances. Since primary school, boys have sent her letters declaring their romantic intentions. Still cares about her looks. She likes to modify her clothes to make them more personalised.
Dan	Male	22	Major in Production Mangement.  A year 4 student. Local Shanghainese. Mother has retired and is now very active in the stock market; father is a policeman. Recruited after my seminar. He looks quite different from the others, as he wears a leather jacket that looks very old. Later, I found out that the jacket was his father’s. He had a very weird childhood experience. His parents told him that he had burned down a neighbour’s house while playing with fire crackers when he was small, although he has blanked out the memory.
Li 	Female  	21	Major in Education.  A year 3 student. From Zhengzhou. Both parents are in accounting. Very sensible girl with frequently linear and progressive thinking. For example, she joined the school union because, as a university student, one should expand one’s social network (rather than because she likes to meet people). She is a university student, and her ex-boyfriends went to elite universities. Therefore, she sees no reason for her next boyfriend to be less successful than the previous ones. 
Kit	Female	22	Major in Marketing. A year 4 student. From Anhui. Parents are in accounting. Her academic performance was outstanding until the high school entrance exam. Her parents had to pay an extra fee to secure a place for her in a key secondary school. She said the people around her treated her differently after that, and she has since become quieter.
Chan 	Male 	26	Major in Design. A year 4 student from Kiangsi. Father is a high school principal; mother is retired. He came to me as a volunteer after an open seminar. I emphasised the required age range, but he came anyway. Although he was a bit too old, he proved to be inspiring. Always wears a business suit on campus. His room, however, is one of the shabbiest. Later on, he asked me if I could give him a contact in Hong Kong to sell computer accessories made by his friend’s company.
Qi	Male 	21	Major in Marketing.  A year 3 student. Local Shanghainese. Father is retired; mother owns a very small boutique. He has a twin younger brother. He really wants to study abroad, but knowing that his parents can’t afford to send both of them, he’s quite prepared to let his younger brother have the opportunity first. He considers it his responsibility as the elder brother. He plays electric guitar, has a digital camera and is quite computer literate
Tao	Male	21	Major in Architecture.  A year 4 student. Local Shanghainese. A student of architecture. Mother is an office worker; father is a supervisor for a Japanese company. He has always felt pressure from his parents. He is Tong’s boyfriend, but it was Tong who initiated the relationship. During meals with his parents, he keeps quiet while his father talks about their expectations of him. Away from his parents, he is actually quite articulate.
Ho	Female	21	Major in Marketing. A year 4 student. Local Shanghainese. Mother is retired, yet very active in the stock market; father works part-time for a construction company. Her main reason for becoming an informant was that she had just met a new boyfriend from Hong Kong on the Internet. She wanted to learn more about Hong Kong through me. Towards the end of my study, however, they broke up.
Yim 	Male 	23	Major in Marketing.  A year 4 student. Local Shanghainese. Mother is retired; father works in a petrol station. He drinks and smokes with his father. Even though his father is only a petrol station worker, he seems to me to be quite demanding when it comes to shopping. His mobile is an Ericsson. One summer, he asked his parents for 4,000 RMB for new outfits for an internship, but his favourite brand is a brand of cup noodles.
Wing Kit	Male	22	Major in Marketing. A year 4 student. Local Shanghainese. Always in a business suit, even in the dormitory. In group discussions, he is a leader. Sounds very independent, but brings his laundry home once a week for his mother to take care of, even though other students do it in the dormitory. Also, his interpretation of independent shopping is that he makes the choices, although his parents are around.
Chek	Female	22	Major in Design. A year 3 student from Taiyuan. She is Tsui’s girlfriend, and they live together. Parents are divorced. Mother is retired; father is a small business owner. She doesn’t talk much. She is quite proud of her drawing skills. She doesn’t get along with her parents very well. She is trying to become more independent by working part-time; at the moment, she sells bicycles in Carrefour. 
Lui	Female	22	Major in Marketing.  A year 4 student from Beijing. She is like a little princess. Mother owns an accounting firm; father is a senior government official. The best thing is her life so far was her first romance in college; the worst thing was breaking up with this boyfriend. She knows more brands than the others do and is the only one to have travelled abroad – to Thailand.
Tsui	Male	22	Major in Production Management. A year 4 student from Hubei. Mother is a very good tailor; father is a manager in a factory. He is the chairperson of the student union and very popular. He lives with Chek. They rent a small room in the neighbourhood, and he is quite open about it. He insists that I come to their house for a visit. Seems to have high expectations for a career in the fashion industry, but is vague when it comes to small details. He tried very hard to get into a key university to study fashion and is quite satisfied that he has done so.
Yee Chek	Female 	22	Major in Markering. A year 4 student. Local Shanghainese. Mother is an accountant for Shanghai Airlines; father is the manager of the University Hotel. She cries during the long interview when she talks about an earlier romance. Most things are arranged for her by her parents. She is a very proper girl, whether in her behaviour or in her outfit. Her outfits are always well-coordinated, with matching colours. After Shanghai, she will go to Australia for further study.





The researcher’s notes, verbatim transcriptions of tape recordings and photographs are the main forms of data in this study.  The notes were written as soon as possible after each event.  Verbatim transcriptions were not always possible because interviews took place in natural settings and could not be accurately recorded due to environmental noise.  Most of the taped interviews are supplemented by the researcher’s notes, which were always written soon afterwards.

The transcripts and photographs were continually reviewed, and whenever it was deemed appropriate, the informants were asked to review and comment on the data collected.  During the course of the study, the author and his supervisor corresponded regularly to discuss the significance and subtleties of the findings for further exploration and the development of major themes.

Difficulties Encountered and Handled
 
Ethnographic research was very new to the informants, and requests to go to their dormitory rooms or even homes were sometimes considered strange, particularly for the girls.  I was once questioned by a warden, and, on another occasion, I was even requested to leave the door open during the interview.  In one home visit to a female informant, I was advised to take along a female colleague.  Occasionally, although not too often, I was rejected by my target informants, particularly in the beginning stages when they did not know me very well.  However, as the semester went on and I got to know the students better, recruiting informants became less difficult.  Furthermore, I always carried an invitation letter by the school head, just in case there was any enquiry.  I used it just once, with the aforementioned warden.
 
Because Mandarin is not my mother tongue, communication was often difficult, particularly in the beginning.  Worse still, some of the informants spoke with a heavy accent.  I had to ask them to slow down or even repeat themselves at times.  When the interviews were taped, notes were normally made on the same night.  These notes were particularly helpful when “accidents” arose during transcription. The accidents included, parts of the interviews being obscured by the background noise, occasional failures of the tape or the tape recorder, informants’ voices that were barely audible, and so on. When the situation allowed, informants were asked to review the transcriptions not only for further validation, but for the development of ideas. During the translation of the interviews, constant advice was sought from editors whom had good experience in reviewing such  transcriptions, in order to minimize the problem of meaning being “lost in translation”.  

The target informants were deliberately those born in the years around 1979.  At first, I took it for granted that none of them would have siblings.  There were, however, exceptions.  Some of the informants were from villages, in which enforcement was more relaxed, and some of their parents ran the risk of being penalised by the government in the hope of having a baby boy.  Therefore, some of the informants have brothers and/or sisters.  At first, I was a bit reserved about potential informants, but later on, I found that the information different informants provided was insightful.  Also, I had some volunteers for very different reason.  One volunteer, Chan, who approached me was far too old.  I later discovered that he just wanted guanxi with a teacher from Hong Kong. 

There were also some technical problems.  I had expected that the university would provide some support, for example, clerical assistance, a computer, a room for interviews and a library for research.  The situation was different in reality, however.  For example, to get a room for interviews, I had to go through different persons for the reason, strangely enough, of energy conservation.  The chances were that the lights in all of the buildings on campus were dimmed.  In the end, I rented a room off campus for interviews.

These were only minor problems that can be reasoned away by cultural differences, and, in retrospect, they add to the study experience.  I am particularly grateful to the students and staff of the university for making this study possible.

Most of the informants were from the same university.  For a perceptive work, I had tried to make other contacts through them, yet guanxi of this kind was difficult to build up in a short period.  In addition, this was an ethnographic study that required time and immersion, and it was mainland China, not in Hong Kong, where I am based.  Finally three informants in the study were recruited from other universities.  I also had to make effort to achieve a balanced gender representation in the sample, obtaining 11 male informants and 14 female informants for this study.  For a “think description” (Geertz, 1973) with good “inferences” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1997) and intertextuality, I adopted a triangulation of different data sources (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000) drawing data from informants of other demographics.





The Little Emperors of China have come of age: they are the new players in the theatre of consumption.  Seemingly, with their hybridisations, they have a very postmodern profile, and yet little is known about them as consumers.  To understand the Little Emperors in a postmodern context that is further complicated by Chinese culture, an ethnosemiotic study that integrates phenomenology, social representations and discourse analysis is proposed to address the three aforementioned areas. Twenty-five key informants have been recruited for this study, for the purpose of achieving a thick description. Immersion in the context and triangulation with different data and resources were achieved to obtain a thick description for an in-depth analysis and understanding,
The First Little Emperors in the Postmodern(East) Mall – China
(Volume 2 of 2)
 
  They are not Lonely.  They have Brothers and Sisters.  They Have their own Kind of “Privacy’.  They are Very Conscious of Who They Are and What They Should do, Even When They Say ‘Cheese’. Guanxi is Very Important to Them.  They Can’t Beat it, so they Join it.  They are Still learning to Play it Well.  They May Get Upset When it’s Their Birthday.  They are good students according to their own rules.  They Were Spanked, and They Will Spank Too. Most of Them had Beautiful Childhoods and Sometjhing Fun to remember.  Julia Roberts and Tom Cruise are Their Idols, but They also Admiren Their Parents and Teachers and Zhou Enlai.  They Bite the Bitterness, and it is Part of their Success.  They Have a Dream, so They Learn English.  They Can Tell You Stories about Their Parents during the Cultural    They Love their Parents.  They Want their Parents to be Happy, but They Want to Leave and be Independent.  

  From the Supermarket They Learn.  They Know Where They Should Shop, and They Feel Uncomfortable When It’s Not Their Place.  The Door Might be Too Heavy for Them.  Maison de Moda . . . Hee, Hee . . . We are Only Students.  When it is Their Place, They Call the Shots.  They Have More Money than They Tell You.  Their Shopping can be Expensive.  They Shop in a Different Language.  A Credit Card is . . .  The Biggest Change has been University, as They Can Shop on Their Own.  Bargaining is Fun.  Shopping is just Shopping.  Shopping Can be Enjoyable.

 
 The Little Red handkerchief Still lingers. They have Good Stories about their Leather Shoes.  They Look Differently Different.  You Can’t Imagine the Look of their Wardrobes.  My clothes! My Independence?  Clothes Can be a Means of Self-discipline.  They Want to Do Well in School, and That’s Why they Cannot Look Too Good.  Short Stockings and Ties – They are Learning.   They Like their Idols, yet they Think they are Different, so there’s no Point in Imitating them. They Will Wear the Same Jacket, as They are Brothers. Bras May be too Early, yet the Chances are TheyCould Have been Made by their Moms.  They Will Wear a Couple’s outfit.  













Postmodernists celebrate the values of stories and narratives in the construction and reproduction of knowledge. (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000) Specifically, Frank (1995) has contended that “it is important to think with a story.  Thinking with a story means allowing yourself to resonate with the story, reflect on it, become a part of it.” (p. 753)   Usher (1997) suggested that “the task of understanding or finding out something is best approached indirectly and obliquely.” (p. 25)   Usher (1997) further stated that research is really “ a form of story telling”.   

Denzin and Lincoln (2000) described qualitative research in terms of three creative forms:  bricolage, montage, and quilt making. While “ the research may be seen as bricoler….a person who assembles images into montagne….[m]ontange invites viewers to construct interpretations that build on one another as the scene unfolds…………The qualitative researcher who uses montagne is like a quilt maker…The quilter stitches, edits, and puts slices of reality together.  This process creates and brings psychological and emotional unity to an interpretive experience.” (p.4- 5) 

Twitchell (2004) wrote that ‘one of the traits of a good story is that it can easily get concentrated into just a sentence or two – the gist’ (p. 484).  The cultural themes in this chapter are depicted in the form of storylines which, whilst seemingly unrelated, later ‘whirl around a small nucleus’ (ibid.).  This small nucleus is the institutional forces that are salient in the ‘theatre of consumption’ (Firat and Dholakia, 1998).

It is in this spirit that findings and discussions are “stitched” together in the form of a Gist. 





















Chapter 5.1	 Who are They?

  They are not Lonely.  They have Brothers and Sisters.  They Have their own Kind of “Privacy’.  They are Very Conscious of Who They Are and What They Should do, Even When They Say ‘Cheese’. Guanxi is Very Important to Them.  They Can’t Beat it, so they Join it.  They are Still learning to Play it Well.  They May Get Upset When it’s Their Birthday.  They are good students according to their own rules.  They Were Spanked, and They Will Spank Too. Most of Them had Beautiful Childhoods and Sometjhing Fun to remember.  Julia Roberts and Tom Cruise are Their Idols, but They also Admiren Their Parents and Teachers and Zhou Enlai.  They Bite the Bitterness, and it is Part of their Success.  They Have a Dream, so They Learn English.  They Can Tell You Stories about Their Parents during the Cultural    They Love their Parents.  They Want their Parents to be Happy, but They Want to Leave and be Independent.  

Why Do They Look so Old?

. . . it was the first day of class in Shanghai, and I put on a BCBG leather shirt, a pair of Costume National shoes and a pair of Levi’s jeans.  (Researcher’s notes)

These are not brands or styles that are familiar to people in China.  My identity as a visiting academic from a fashion institution in Hong Kong prompted me to reconstruct an image with brands that were not particularly well-known to my ‘social front’ (Goffman, 1973), in this case my students, thus deliberately attempting to create distance for ‘distinction’ (Bourdieu, 1989).

Why do they look old?  That is the question I asked myself when I entered the classroom.  Taking sabbatical leave from my institution in Hong Kong, I had secured a teaching position in one of the focus universities in Shanghai, with the intention of conducting a consumer research study on this young generation in China.

5.1.1 Self with the others 

5.1.1.1  They are not Lonely

It was speculated that this generation without siblings would constitute self-centered ‘Little Emperors’ and ‘Empresses’ that would be spoilt and lacking in social skills (Chen, 2003).  During one home visit, I found that the house was small and that the living room did not function only as a living room. 

. . . The rent on this apartment is around 700 yuan/month.  The apartment is kind of small.  He told me later that the design of this house, so popular during the 1980s, doesn’t have a living room.  Even Tao (M), who is studying architecture, doesn’t have any idea why this is so, but it does not seem to him that it is a big deal . . . .  (Researcher’s notes)

On the way to Tao’s (M) house, it seemed that he knew everyone in the neighbourhood; many of them were even his relatives.  As the house was so small, I sat on Tao’s (M) bed during dinner, but this intrusion into his personal space (Pellow, 1996; Feuchtwang, 2002) did not make Tao (M) or his family feel at all uneasy.  Instead, I felt a deep sense of hospitality.  This may be another example of the minimal public-private spatial distinction in China, in which there is little sense of public and private space.  Pellow (1996) wrote that 

during the summer in Shanghai, when the heat is unbearable, families literally move their home outside into the street.  One sees chairs and tables, families eating, men playing chess.  Late in the evening, individuals stretch out under a streetlight to read.  In the fall, before cold weather arrives, and in the spring once it has departed, it is common to see neighborhood residents hanging out their quilts on public fencing that lines the streets (p. 119). 

This ambiguity in the public-private spatial distinction may affect the in-group/out-group distinction (Iyengar et al., 1999), relatedness with others (Pellow, 1996; Croll, 1997) and even the concept of jia (family) (Fei, 1989).


(Figure 5.1.1.1.a Outside Tao’s (M) house)


(Figure 5.1.1.1.b We had dinner in the living room beside Tao’s (M) bed, which I later sat on [more dishes to come])

In another interview, another informant, Wang (M), revealed that because his house was so small, when he was a child he would go out to play with other children.  Wang (M) lived in quarters that belonged to his grandfather’s employer.

(Wang M): You don’t know . . . when I was a kid it was different.  When I was a kid, it was the oldest kind of house, because my grandfather was a pharmacist.  The hospital – they converted a French owned hospital – bought it, and it is now in Jiang Ning Road.  It used to be a red house; now it is demolished, and that house is now a new building.  After the liberation, the house was bought; it became the quarters for the staff of the hospital.  The kids of my grandfather’s hospital . . . we were playing together; there were so many kids . . . there were many kids, many grandmothers.  We lived in harmony and have lots of good memories.

Skills had to be learned to live in harmony with so many other children.  Many of the informants shared memories of when they were young, and these memories were always mentioned as the most cherished experiences of their lives.  These had a lot to do with the informants’ friends.  During a visit to Luk’s (F) house, I saw that, in addition to pictures with her friends (see Figure 5.1.1.1.c), there was a bag of ribbons (see Figure 5.1.1.1.d) that she still kept that had been intended as gift wrapping for a friend when the two were still young.  This is evidence that even when they were small, the informants were already conscious of the importance of good social relationships and were using different tactics, ethics and types of etiquette in maintaining these social ties (Yang, 1994; Joy, 2001).  In fact, in the 1990s, research was conducted in Shanghai on what constituted a good child (hao xiaohai), and the most often cited indication was good moral character (through such answers such as loves others, is group-oriented and cooperative, respects elders, has good manners and is obedient and, hence, demonstrates dongshi, an understanding of adults’ wishes) (Wu, 1996).






(Figure 5.1.1.1.d  Bag of ribbons used for gifts; a picture with her friends during an outing)

5.1.1.2  They have Brothers and Sisters

In different contexts, the informants talked about their brothers and sisters.  At first, I was bewildered by this, but later found out that these brothers and sisters were actually cousins.  In the societal integration of traditional China, the institution of kin is pivotal (Chu, 1983).  These ‘brothers and sisters’ are treated as part of the family, and they have had a great impact on the informants.  In the following excerpt, Chu (M) provides copious details and, more importantly, demonstrates that the concept of jia is implicitly in place. 

(Chu M) : My younger brother [cousin] called me up the other day [he is now studying in Australia], and told me things he can still remember strongly from when we were young . . . he told me that he still liked marinated vegetables with noodles . . . when we were young we liked to go out together, and we didn’t have much money.  On one National Day, I took him together with my sister [another cousin] out.  We didn’t have much money, it was very late in the evening, and we didn’t want to go home for dinner, so we went for a movie and then we still had one dollar of foreign exchange currency with us [the kind of money people, usually tourists, used before the country opened up economically].  We used that money to buy marinated vegetables with noodles . . . the three of us shared it together . . . and it felt like it was particularly delicious and smelled particularly good, because we were so hungry . . . after a whole day of play. . . .  Well, things turned really bad when we got home . . . because we had so many people in the house, including my auntie and uncle, and they didn’t know where we had been, and they’d been looking for us everywhere . . . some of them were waiting for us near Hua Hai L [Road], some near Nanjing Lu [Road].  They thought that we went to see the lanterns, because it was National Day. . . .  They were very anxious . . . looking . . . many people . . . then sometime around 8 or 9 o’clock we were going back, swinging our bodies [with much satisfaction], coming home across the road, and they were all sitting there, expressionless.  We knew right away something must have gone very wrong; my mom waved me to her, asked me to take off my pants, then spanked me. . . .  My younger brother was running around, and his mother just chased after him. (How old were you?) About primary 2 or 3. (What kind of movie was it? Do you still remember?)  No . . . I discussed it with my brother . . . just not a good movie . . . then nothing.  (Only the noodles you remember?)  Right . . . my brother can just remember the noodles . . . very delicious. . . .  He asked his mum to cook some, but they were not as delicious. . . .  The memory is so deep; during that phone conversation we talked about it, we brought it up. . . .


5.1.1.3  They Have their own Kind of ‘Privacy’  

As described in the previous chapter, the openness of the toilets raised the question of privacy in China, where it is not uncommon to find a toilet with its door or windows wide open so that people outside can see what’s going on inside.  Although toilet stalls are only separated by short walls, having someone watching does not seem to bother people too much.  Of course, this question was brought up in the interviews, and the usual answer was that the informants were used to it, as it is all they had known since birth.  Yet, even this was an improvement, from the 1950s up to [the] end of the 1970s, Chinese office workers lived either in large apartment buildings or in older, courtyard-style housing.  In both places, lavatories were segregated by gender but were otherwise communal; the main difference was that the newer lavatories generally had stalls (not always with doors), whereas the older lavatories usually did not (McDougall, 2002).
Interestingly, Pellow (1996) writes that ‘during the Maoist period, there were efforts to view privacy in the bathroom as bourgeois’ (p. 119).  Although the windows and doors are wide open, the people outside are disciplined NOT to peep in, in line with Douglas’s (1966) observation that there is a social consensus about not participating in a visual transaction or just ignoring it. 


(Figure 5.1.1.3.a The men’s toilet at the university, where people outside can check out what’s going on inside, although it is rare that they would do so)


(Figure 5.1.1.3.b The short wall between each stall)

The toilet has triggered my interest in their ideas about privacy.  Going to the toilet is supposed to be the most private moment, yet it seems to me that this is not true here in China.  When I think about their dormitory, where each room can hold eight students in four bunk beds, it seems to me nothing is done to keep each bed more private.  (Researcher’s notes)

Today after class, I had a conversation with an Asian-American student, Mary.  She’s complaining about her Chinese relatives (from Taiwan) who go into her bedroom without asking; she considers this an intrusion of her privacy.  (Researcher’s notes)





(Figure 5.1.1.3.c Bunk beds in a room of eight persons, without any attempt at privacy)

(Shing F): (Why don’t you put a curtain around your bunk bed?)  No one has mentioned it before . . . I’m getting used to it.  I have the feeling that if you put up a curtain you must be very selfish and always in solitude. . . .  I think probably we get along with each other [roommates] very well; we understand each other . . . a bit like a family.

Chu (M) told me a story about when he was in high school, and his mother opened one of his letters without him knowing it.  He expressed how thankful he was; the act was not treated as an invasion of privacy, but as an act of caring and concern.  It is wrong to say that the informants do not have a sense of privacy; rather, the locus of privacy has been extended to family members.  McDougall (2002) posited that privacy is very often a shared experience, especially in traditional societies, in which the locus or unit of privacy is frequently not the individual, but rather the family or subgroups within the family, and privacy can be experienced in the presence of a crowd.  Zarrow (2002) argued that privacy in human relations is antagonised in the classless society of Communism.  This restricted sense of privacy is attributed to traditional living arrangements in which families of several generations live together in small homes.  Pellow (1996) has avowed that ‘privacy’ in China is situationally defined and thus socially and spatially flexible (p. 118).

5.1.1.4  They are Very Conscious of Who They Are and What They Should Do, Even When They Say, ‘Cheese’

Very often during the interviews, the idea of ‘we’ was stressed.  Indeed, the idea of the interdependent self (Markus and Kitayama, 1991) was very salient to the informants, and the individual selves they were trying to construct were very much influenced by the social self (Hsu, 1985).  The ideas of ‘we’, ‘they’ and ‘I’ tended to be elusive.  In different scenarios, the informants assumed emotion (qing) (Hu, 1949) not only for themselves.  As discussed in Chapter 2.4, assumed qing is one level of emotions amongst the Chinese that is prescribed by socio-cultural calibration.  By extension, there is also an assumed identity.  In Hsu’s opinion (1972), this is an act of conforming to an identity that is conjured from reality, an attempt to perform in accord with what is expected from the context.

In one extreme case, Li (F) spoke of the romantic side of her life, and the rationality she demonstrated was shocking.  She sounded as if she were explaining a mathematical model.  However, her thinking was very clear, very modern (Venkatesh, 1989; Brown, 1993)  There is a strong tendency to reach an externally determined goal or a standard of excellence in a socially approved way (Yang and Yu, 1988).

(Li F): [While discussing boyfriends,] . . . the few casual ones I have now, they are from Beijing Uni or Tsinghua Uni.  I am thinking that if I find a husband, he shouldn’t be worse than they are.  (You have a few casual ones, how many of them?)  No, they are past tense . . . then I am thinking they are from the best Unis.  In China, if one day I have to choose a husband, he must be more competent; otherwise I don’t see the point of splitting up with the others in the first place.  (So if I introduce someone new to you, you’ll think, “What! A Polytechnic?”)  Of course! . . . Let’s see an example.  My first boyfriend was from Tsinghua, and later I subconsciously used him as a benchmark. . . .  My mind would go like, if you are not as good as my first boyfriend, why on earth should I go out with you?  That’s why when I was young, those I went out with didn’t get worse and worse.  But, at some point, I can’t be sure I won’t be more realistic.





(Figure 5.1.1.4.a  A stereotypical posture)


(Figure 5.1.1.4.b Tong (F) shows me an old picture of her mother; behind it is her parents’ wedding portrait, which they took a few years ago to compensate for something they missed when they got married)





5.1.2.1  Guanxi is Very Important for Them

As asserted previously, the one-child policy has directly changed the structure of the family (jia) by extending the concept of guanxi into it (Fei, 1939; Chee, 2000; Joy, 2001).  Implicitly and explicitly, the research conducted in the 1990s (Wu 1996) was still valid during the period of this study: maintaining good guanxi was still of the utmost importance in the daily undertakings of the informants.

Sociality and Rhetoric is a popular magazine in China (see Figures 5.1.2.3.a and 5.1.2.3.b), although a more apt translation would be ‘Social and Conversational Skills’.  I saw many students on campus reading this magazine.  Having good guanxi was considered to be one of the most important virtues, even when the informants were talking about their parents.  The ambivalence felt by Cheung Wei (F) in her comments about her parents is obvious.  Although she very much appreciated what her father had done for the family, she thought that his efforts had been inadequate and that he should have done more to maintain good guanxi with others.

(Cheung Wei F): [Talking about what she liked/disliked most about her father,] . . . one thing I don’t like about him is the bluntness of his character; you can tell right away if he doesn’t like a person.  Also, he’s the kind of person without many social skills.  I mean single-mindedly he puts everything on his family; he has [given] a lot to the family, yet this is the part which has touched me the most.  That’s why I said he’s the most influential person in my life.  He really has sacrificed quite a lot for this family.  Someone really made fun of him, saying that the whole day the only things he’d talk about were his wife and his kid, not much about himself.  That’s why he’s someone I admire . . . anyway, he’d do anything in the house. . . .  I really hope that I can be someone he’s proud of, to make him happy. . . .  I think if you want to survive, the social skill is a must . . . though it’s not that simple.  The thing is he’s too honest with others; when he faces someone he doesn’t like, it all shows.  I really don’t think that’s necessary . . . he’s just too blunt





(Figure 5.1.2.3.a. A popular magazine amongst the informants on how to improve their conversational and social skills)


(Figure 5.1.2.3.b. A look at the index, with sections on campuses, conversational skills, public speaking and humour)

5.1.2.2.  They Can’t Beat It, so they Join It. 

There were times when the informants said that one thing they should learn more of in school was social skills.  Some of them even said they were necessary for survival.  A self-conflicting sentiment was evident, however, whereby the informants had bad experiences because of guanxi.  On the one hand, they did not think it was fair, and, on the other hand, they were part of the game and tried hard to play it right. 

For example, Yi Pui (F) was still upset about her experience in choosing a university, whilst Cheung Nam (F) highlighted the gradated nature of relationships in China.  Cheung Nam’s (F) comments may sound sad on the surface, but the implicit idea is that she complained that her teacher was not using guanxi during a moment of truth.
(Yi Pui F): [When talking about her choice of school,] it was an undergraduate programme at the police academy.  (Do they accept girls?)  Yes they do, yet only a few; the official name of it is Shanghai Police Academy, and you can pursue undergraduate study there.  I put down “detective” as my choice of specialism [on the application form].  From the whole of Shanghai, they would take only 11 candidates.  Anyway, it’s something unpleasant to talk about, because I thought I could get in.  But I must have had some relationship problems, with guanxi, even with my teachers [in secondary school]. 

(Cheung Nam F): It bothered me so much back then.  The examination system kept changing.  From primary school to high school, every year was different.  During our year, aside from your general academic performance, you needed a good grade in your PE class.  PE had 5 points.  Back then, one point could mean another grade. The points I had were 3 or 4; the maximum was 5.  Anyway, it was about guanxi.  My form master didn’t make any effort to communicate with the PE teacher . . . my parents had to manage a good relationship with the form master first; then the form master would talk with the PE teacher.  

The feeling of the importance of guanxi had already been internalised, but things could happen beyond expectations.
	
(Yung M): (You told me before that you cut your class; isn’t that something very serious?)  No problem, as long as you have a good relationship with the teacher. . . .  It is getting more and more true as I move along.  Even though you get only 40 points in the exam [in China the passing grade is 68], you can still get a pass. . . .  In this university, it’s very common, particularly in minor or elective subjects.  You know we still have Deng Ideology, Maoist Ideology [as subjects].  They are something very minor yet mandatory . . . you can pass the class if you have a good relationship with the teacher . . . not only in our university, it’s all around. . . .  This phenomena might be less obvious in elite universities like Fudan . . . still. . . .

Almost all of the informants voiced animosity towards guanxi, thinking it to be unfair, sometimes because of the gradated nature of the relationship system in China (Fei, 1989).  Fei (1989) explained that relationships formed in China resemble a set of concentric ripples formed when a stone is thrown into water; they are permeable and quite elusive.  Even during Chu’s (M) final year examination study, which was quite important to him, he had to tutor his uncle’s friend’s daughter.  Guo (M) told me that he had to move a refrigerator for the warden of the dormitory.  The warden did not live on campus, and the building didn’t have an elevator.  This warden was not a teacher and did not have much influence over him; the reason that Guo (M) helped him was simply because someday he might make use of the guanxi.  According to Joy (2001), guanxi is an ‘invest[ment]’ (p. 245). 

5.1.2.3  They are Still Learning to Play it Well

Sometimes, with the regressive, gradated nature of guanxi – or, to use Fei’s (1989) metaphor, when the ‘concentric ripple’ has moved too far away – misunderstanding is created.  In a situation in which something is done as a favour, it is very inappropriate or even rude to ask for the details from the favour giver.  Both parties have certain unstated assumptions (Hu, 1949), and misunderstandings may result. This was the case with Meng (F).

(Meng F): I’d been working for a company during the summer.  Someone introduced me to the company through a kind of guanxi.  I had been thinking that it would be a good job, [but] after about a week, we [still] hadn’t talked about salary, and, after another week, the manager told me that I was living quite far away, and he would let me stay in the company’s inn [it is quite normal in China for companies to have inns or hotels as side businesses].  Then he told me that I would have to pay RMB 90 every month for meals.  Also, he told me that the room I had been staying in cost around 200 RMB/day.  I was so angry, and I said, “I am working for you, I do everything in the company.  When I first got here, I even did the cleaning for you. . .”.  

One day, Meng (F) came to my house for an interview.  She told me that she had quit this job, which was such a relief for her.  Also, she appreciated that she had had the guts to do so, which she did not think she would have.  As a kind of celebration, she bought herself a new pair of shoes as a kind of celebration.  More aptly put, these were ‘marker goods’ (Kates, 2002) for the event.

5.1.2.4.  They May Get Upset When It’s Their Birthday

(Figure 5.1.2.4.a. The girl is worrying about her upcoming birthday)

During a group interview, one of the girls was worrying about her upcoming birthday, because, as the host, she would have to pay for everything.  Her worry was not just about money, however; she had to make sure that the programme she arranged would be enjoyable enough for her guests.  Reluctantly, she determined that she would ask her father for money.  She was quite sure that her father would send the money because he would understand.  Yet, she felt just a bit guilty.  This was about more than face and mianzi.  The girl would only invite close friends to her birthday party, and the gradated circle has been mapped out.  

In the maintenance of personal harmony and the social order amongst people situated in hierarchically structured relationships (Hwang, 1987), the girl’s experience might be described as the dilemma of enslavement and generosity (Godelier, 1999).  However, there is also a sense of fulfilment in the girl’s gesture.  This act, however difficult, epitomises the notion of reciprocity, face, human responsibility and emotional responsiveness.  It is more than the art of making relationships: it is an honour (Feuchtwang, 2002, p. 225).  
5.1.3  Their Growing Up

5.1.3.1	They are Good Students According to Their Own Rules


(Figure 5.1.3.1.a The report card of a primary school student in China.  The format is the same as that received by my informants when they were small)

Figure 5.1.3.1.a shows the report card of a primary school student in China.  According to my informants, the following 10 criteria have been included in teacher’s comments since they were in primary school.

1) Loves the country, and cares for the country and its citizens.
2) Is punctual; does not miss classes arbitrarily, pays attention in class and takes assignments seriously.
	3) Insists on body training and actively participates in extracurricular activities.
	4) Is hygienic with decent grooming, and does not spit carelessly.
	5) Loves to labour, can finish work within his or her ability.
	6) Has a frugal lifestyle; does not waste food, is not picky with food or clothes; is a frugal spender.
	7) Follows the school rules, observes public discipline.
	8) Respects teachers and seniors, unites with classmates, is polite to others, does not yell and does not fight.
	9) Cares for the group’s interests, cares and protect the public facilities, declares lost property when he or she has picked something up.
10) Is honest and brave, doesn’t lie and corrects him or herself. 

A school report is conceptually analogous to the ‘set of control mechanisms’ depicted by Geertz (1973), who views culture as a ‘set of control mechanisms – plans, recipes, rules, instructions – for the governing of behavior . . . man is precisely the animal most desperately dependent upon such extragenetic, outside-the skin control mechanisms’ (p. 44).  The importance of education to the singletons is well recognised (e.g., Chan and McNeal, 2004; Fong, 2004; Jing, 2000), and Fong (2004, p. 106) even coined it ‘the Chinese cultural model of upward mobility’.  The school report card could thus be one of the tangible calibrations of my informants’ ongoing course of experienced things (Dewey, 1916), whereby one has ‘to orient himself within’ (Geertz, 1973, p. 45).  Set apart from academic performance, this report truly has a holistic orientation, in which the wholeness of the self is underlined (King, 1992; Tu, 1994; Nisbett and Miyamoto, 2005), albeit with a strong cultural orientation.

5.1.3.2  They Were Spanked, and They Will Spank Too

In a study by Parish and Whyte (1978), Chinese parents stated that spanking and scolding were the mainstays of discipline, and some even claimed that these were the only techniques used to discipline children.  Almost all of the informants in my study, both female and male, told of being spanked by their parents.  In Wang’s (M) house, there was even a ruler handed down from generation to generation, specifically for spanking, and, in his eyes, its use was for education.  On different occasions, ‘education’ was the word that the informants used when we came to the topic of spanking.  They considered it to be a part of education.

(Tong F): (Did your father spank you when you were small?)  Yes, the “education” was very serious; his concept is to educate your child, spanking is part of it . . . my father has a bad temper, but I know he loves me so much. . . .

(Wang M): My mom spanked me, she “educated” me seriously . . . right, that is what’s happening in my family; since my great-grandmother, there’s been a ruler, a really heavy one, just for the kids.  My great-grandmother spanked my grandfather, my grandfather used it to spank my mother, then my mother spanked me.  Of course, they didn’t spank us heavily, just on the hands . . . it’s still here, still being passed along from generation to generation.  (Are you going to spank your child in the future?)  Yes, I think for kids, when they are small, sometimes we cannot reason with them, we have to stick to “hard reason” with some punishment, letting them know that some things should not be done and some things should be done.

Interestingly though, not all of the informants thought in this way.  Yung (M) wanted to raise his child in the “Western” way, and this idea came from a Coca-Cola commercial.





5.1.3.3  Most of Them had Beautiful Childhoods and Something Fun to Remember

Economic statistics in China are notorious for bias and inadequacy (Travers, 1982).  However, for reference purposes, a government report (1981) indicates that in 1979 the average household income in China was only 148 yuan per month.  For my informants, there had been a significant improvement.  The worst income amongst them was in the neighbourhood of 3,000 yuan per month.  Notwithstanding their financially poor childhoods, they all had something beautiful to remember: for example, Chu’s story about his cousin and the noodles or Wang’s (M) memory about the children around his old house.

Other stories are also telling.

(Luk F): (Describe your stages of life.)  [They are] defined by my groups of friends . . . because of them I have changed a lot myself.  When I was small, I was really cute . . . I became a committee member; in fact I don’t think I was much better than the others, yet the position was quite an influential one: young pioneer, big leaders, the most senior one, with the red handkerchief . . . it sounds strange, but my academic performance has been getting better and better since I became prefect of the class.  I do think there’s a relationship there.

(Pei F): When I was in primary 6, my class performance was very good, and I suddenly become the jewel of the people around me.  In the eyes of my parents and my teachers, I was outstanding.  My relatives always commented on me, saying: “Look! She did so well in the extracurricular activities, and also excelled in her academic performance.”  They always complemented me.  I thought I was so outstanding . . . I can tell you that when I was small I wanted more life experiences, but lots of them were from television.

(Dan M): . . . then, because they [his parents] had to go to work, no one could take care of me, so they just locked me up inside the house.  I was about five or six years old.  Right next to my house, there was a family [who] had a kid who was looked after by the parents . . . our patios were so close.  Then we swapped our comic books . . . through the balcony, using a small basket to exchange them.  We used the bamboo rods for our laundry to pass a small basket.  We did it very often; we even dropped our books at one time.  (Your parents knew anything about it?)  Yes, they did . . . they didn’t say anything much, just said that it was a bit dangerous. . . .

It is interesting to note that when the informants mentioned the role of others in the crafting of the self, very often their own precarious financial situation was not mentioned.  They had a childhood to cherish – quality time with a ‘quality of experience’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 16).

5.1.4  Their Dream

5.1.4.1  Julia Roberts and Tom Cruise are Their Idols, but They also Admire Their Parents and Teachers and Zhou Enlai




(Figure 5.1.4.1.a It was usual to see posters of pop idols and hangings with words of wisdom: this is about being independent)

During a group interview, when the interviewees were excitedly talking about their idols, such as Jacky Chan,​[2]​ someone brought up Zhou Enlai, the former premier of China.

I (M) 1: . . . Hong Kong or international?
R: Any.
I (M) 1: Jet Li, also Jacky Chan.  I love Jacky Chan.  I watch every movie of his.
R: What about you?
I (M) 2: Personally, I admire Zhou Enlai​[3]​ . . . and movie stars . . . never treat them like idols, just like entertainers. . . .  I like Zhou Enlai very much . . . in Chinese history . . . I read lots of material about him.  I feel like . . . in many ways, we should learn from him. . . .  Particularly after the founding of this republic, in terms of the economic build up of the country, I think he has contributed a lot. . . .  Further, he’s good looking . . . the most handsome man of the period. . . .

Although parents and pop idols were always brought up as figures to admire, political figures were also very common.  For example, in another group conversation, the person who admired Sammy Cheng​[4]​ also admired Zhou Enlai.  If the fragmentation of selves is considered to be a part of the ethos of postmodernism, then these informants are exemplars.

I (M) 3: Sometimes, all of a sudden, for a while, because of reading some books, I’ll worship Zhou Enlai, then suddenly because of a concert . . . suddenly I’ll worship Sammy Cheng, just for a while, then it’s gone . . . I don’t have any particular idol. . . .
I (M) 4: For a while I admired Lin Biao. I thought Lin was very calm and very intellectual . . . if he’s the chairman I think it’s not bad. . . .  Today someone’s comment on him . . . [another interviewee jumped in, very anti-socially] not anti-social.  In principle, we should look at it from another perspective.
I (M) 3: Lin Biao, this person . . . he’s admiring, is Japanese.
I (M) 4: I am not admiring the Japanese, yet I like their lifestyle.  I mean they are very down-to-earth, the Japanese are down-to-earth . . . .

Young people are creative in using pop culture to shape their own identities in their everyday lives (Willis, 1990).  Erikson (1977) stated that ‘the process of identity formation depends on the interplay of what young persons at the end of childhood have come to mean to themselves and what they mean to themselves and what they now appear to mean to those who become significant to them’ (p. 106).  The images and symbols of idols can thus be seen as the tacit values and motivations of the informants.  The significance of political figures and senior members of their families in fact parallel the ‘cardinal relations’ of the Confucian system (Gabrenya and Hwang, 1996), in which power differentials and responsibilities are prescribed.

5.1.4.2  They Bite the Bitterness, and it is Part of their Success

‘Bitter medicine is good medicine.’ When I was small, my mother always said this when she wanted to feed me traditional Chinese medicine.  Further, she’d say the bitterness would last for only a very short while, yet I would be cured.  ‘To bite the bitterness’ is an expression that was also used very often by my informants.  Tse (1996) posited that it is not a virtue in China to indulge in enjoyment.  Aaker and Lee (2000) asserted that in an interdependent culture, the focus is on ‘prevention, the avoidance of losses, and the fulfillment of obligations’ (p. 1122).  However, in the asceticism valued by traditional Chinese culture and further emphasised during the Mao period, an ascetic pattern of life is a means ‘by which men can transform themselves and transform nature to realize the “truly human life” that in Marxist theory is historically located in the social utopia of the future’ (Meisner, 1968, p. 102).  Meisner (1968) further wrote that ‘[j]oy and happiness are to be derived from struggle and an ascetic life orientation but only because such struggle is the means to the realization of what are considered to be great ends – the transformation of the world (and oneself) in accordance with [the] Communist vision of the future’ (p. 108).  In a modest sense, this bitterness and hardship are only a part of internal self-development and considered to be a gradual, regimented process (Abbott, 1970; Tu, 1985; Yu, 1996).
‘No pain, no gain’ fails to describe this experience.  It is more than that, through bitterness, one can transcend oneself, and there is even a feeling that without bitterness (hardship), success would be stigmatised.  This is well-illustrated in Chu’s (M) story about his uncles, the most influential people in his life.

(Chu M): There are two of them. . . .  One of them once said to me, “you have to be superior to the others; then you can enjoy all the material goods around you”.  I didn’t quite understand . . . the second time I met him . . . he said, “you have to learn to stand the bitter of the bitter in order to be a superior person”.  I knew then that only through hard work could I be successful.  The other uncle, who doesn’t talk too much, travelled with me to Ningpo and PauTau.  It was a totally different lifestyle; during the trip we could do whatever we wanted without much care about money.  I really experienced the feeling of being a superior person.  Of course I know that the only way to achieve this is through hardship.  Under their education I have changed a lot.

When I met Ping (M), he described himself as ‘a person of good credibility . . . a great sense of principle, with seriousness, patience and perseverance . . . can bite the bitterness’.  Another informant, Cheung Wei (F), had already internalised this.  She was very composed.

(Cheung Wei F): [While talking about her time in high school.]  I think it is kind of natural.  Every focused high school kid has to withstand the pain.  I think it’s quite normal. . . .  We all went through it.

From the following vivid story of Ping’s (M) schedule, we can gain a good picture of what the informants went through for years, ever since primary school.  I later had it confirmed that this is very typical unless you go to a substandard school.

(Ping M): The thing is we had devoted most of the time to study from 6 o’clock in the morning to 10 o’clock in the evening.  The study [load] was very heavy . . . of course, in between every lesson we had a 10 minute break.  Actually, during this 10 minute break, many classmates would go to the toilet, then come back and sit down reading or practising the questions.  (That sounds very trying.)  Yes . . . the whole high school was like that.  In the morning around 6.00 am we started; the 6.00 am session was morning self study.  Normally, self study was when we would study on our own without the presence of the teacher.  But we were different; we had teachers around.  In the evening, we had evening self study, which would last from 7.00 to 10.00.  Also, the teachers were there.  Real class started at 8.00 am [and went] until 5.00 in the afternoon.  In between, we had a break from 5.00 [until] 6:30, when we started to do our self study in the evening. . . .  (How long is high school?)  Three years . . . for three years we did that.  It was very trying.  (So what about junior high school?)  In principle, it was the same; primary school was probably more relaxed.  When we came to the last year of primary school and were about to enter junior high . . . in the morning we had to run to school for the morning reading session.  (You lived in the school?)  No, I didn’t.  It was in the same village; very close, about 10 minutes’ ride on a bicycle.  (Junior high?) From junior high onwards I lived at the school.

5.1.4.4  They Have a Dream, So They Learn English

From time to time, students would come forward to speak with me in English.  This language was very important in the social context.  In a group discussion, Cheung Nam (F) was introduced as one of the best English speakers in the class.  In other contexts, I was also told of the importance of English.  During a visit to Ho’s (F) room, she was studying English for no particular reason (see Figure 5.1.4.4.a).  Luk (F) wanted to go to the Shanghai University of Foreign Languages because her mother had told her about it when she was small.


(Figure 5.1.4.4.a Visit to Ho (F); she is studying English in her room)

(Luk F): When I was about three to four years old, when I was still in kindergarten, I remember so clearly, my mom asked me what I wanted to be.  I pointed to the screen of the TV.  I told them that I want to grow up singing and dancing like them [laughs].  My mom then said the job was so tiring, and the money earned was not too good.  She told me that I had to learn good English; back then not many people learnt English.  My mom had some friends working in the embassy, and their English was very good, and now they are living in a foreign country. . . .  For the university entrance examination, my first choice was the Shanghai University of Foreign Languages.

The other day, I had lunch with Shen Yang (a teacher) in a noodle restaurant.  The thing which struck me the most was that all the staff members there have English names on their nametags.  Shen told me that it’s popular nowadays in Shanghai for corporations to ask their staff members to have English names.  It is interesting to think that Shen Yang is a teacher of English in the university, and also I myself, but neither of us have an English name.  (Researcher’s notes)

The informants saw in English the fantasy and dreams characterised by Edwards (2003): ‘upward mobility, physical, social and psychological’ (p. 41).  The language is not an end in itself, but rather a means to other ends (Kjolseth, 1991), such as Luk’s (F) dream of working for a foreign embassy.  Examples abound in other interviews.  Yung’s (M) goal is to work in a foreign-invested company.  Yung (M) was one of the students who would try to converse with me in English at times.  Cheung Nam (F) had the modest wish of interacting with a friend in cyberspace who is a foreigner.  Ho (F) wanted to be well-prepared in English, because she had the ambition to study abroad someday.  Tsui (M), being fashion conscious, just wanted to pronounce brand names correctly.  Whenever I went out with him, he would ask the pronunciation of different brands.  Shing (F) studied for his own ongoing improvement because the society seems to value English so much.  All of these students have been liberated to choose their new selves (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995).

5.1.5  Their Parents 	

5.1.5.1  They Can Tell You Stories about Their Parents during the Cultural Revolution.

The parents of the informants lived through the Cultural Revolution, and they often told me stories about their parents during that time.  Often, hardship put the relationships amongst relatives to the test.  Chu’s (M) mother’s story is the most touching; her morality in a time of uncertainty (Kleinman, 2006) strengthened her family relations (Hsu, 1972).

(Chu M): My uncle always treats us so well.  He’s the father of my younger sister [cousin].  My uncle once told me something about my mother.  Now I know a bit more about my mother; before I didn’t know much about her.  He told me that [during the Cultural Revolution] . . . my mother didn’t want him to go to a remote area as part of re-education.  Back then, the whole country was in red.  Because they were young intellectuals, my mother took the initiative.  She had the right to stay in Shanghai, yet she asked to go to Qing Ming Dao, close to Shanghai, in exchange for my uncle staying in Shanghai.  So, my uncle didn’t have to go to the other place to work; he just stayed in the house.  Yet, all of a sudden, the whole country was in red again [the Cultural Revolution was in full flight].  My uncle had no choice; he had to go to Yunnan . . . then my mother came back [to Shanghai]. . . .  My mother was so strong back then, very healthy . . . [she] sold her blood for 18 yuan, to which she added two more yuan . . . then sent it to my uncle. . . .  My uncle told me this story, and it is always with him. Today, to my uncle, what he has given out is really not about the money.  For example, for my mother’s operation [Chu’s mother had a cardiovascular problem], he gave us 3,800 yuan.  To my mother, the amount has already surpassed the 20 yuan [she gave]. . . .  Always with my uncle is that kind of deep emotion; that’s one reason why I treat my brothers and sisters so well.  I did tell mother once that no matter how well I treat my brothers and sisters, it is still incomparable to the kind of attachment between her and her siblings.  Her siblings really treat her very well.  (In that sense, the relatives on your mother’s side have had a great influence on you?)  Tremendous.

There were also stories about broken social ties.  For example, Luk (F) told me that her mother did not get along with her relatives very well because, during the Cultural Revolution when her parents were sent away to a remote area for re-education, her mother’s sister refused to help take care of Luk (F).  That is why they have little contact with each other today.   

5.1.5.2  They Love their Parents.  They Want their Parents to be Happy, but They Want to Leave and be Independent 

The informants’ parents were always included in their dreams.

(Ping M): (If you had money now, then what you would buy?)  The first idea that pops up is to buy a house, hopefully something warm; then I could bring my parents here.  (When you marry, are you going to live with your parents?)  I think that’s OK . . . what I mean is when I have a girlfriend, the first point is her filial piety, to see if she respect her parents.  If she doesn’t respect her own parents, she definitely wouldn’t respect mine,

(Cheung Wei F): Things very minor can make me happy.  For example, during the summer I was preparing meals for them [her parents], then waited for them to come home from work.  Because they worked so hard, if I had tidied up everything in the house for them . . . the smiles they gave when they came back, that made me feel happy . . . right, since I was small, I’ve been trying to make them happy. . . .

However, the informants’ attachment to their parents was often ambivalent.  On the one hand, they always described their parents as the most respected or influential people in their lives.  On the other hand, the high expectations imposed on the informants as the only hope for the family’s future could be very stressful.  For example, in a casual conversation, Dan (M) let it slip that his original intention had been to study at a university outside of Shanghai.  I was astonished, because before that he had shown great attachment to his parents.  This could be an overflow (Barthes, 1977) or the glissement (slippage, slide) (Sarup, 1993) of his unconscious mind in response to his repressed desire, as asserted by Freud (1920), because, given that he kept telling me about his closeness to his parents, I don’t think that deep down he wanted to leave.

(Dan M): I was trying to get into a university outside Shanghai . . . I’ve been trying to hang around out there for a few years.  That took quite an effort.  At the end of the day, I couldn’t make it so I came here to one [university] which is the closest to my house. . . .  When in high school, I was thinking of going to a University in Nanjing, Nanjing University. . . .  [When making a second choice], I actually was thinking of [going to] a university outside Shanghai.  Later on this was revised by them [his parents], and it turned out to be China Textile University, but I was thinking of Qingdao, Szechuan or something. . . .  I just wanted to get out somewhere very different . . . at first I was thinking somewhere even farther; then they thought it was too far away and not that good.  Then they said, make it Nanjing, kind of close to Shanghai.  It’s also famous…

Independence may also take on a different meaning for a relatively independent student like Yung (M), who lived by himself in an old house with his family.  It seemed to me that he took good care of himself, and yet when I visited his home, his father was making the bed for him (see Figure 5.1.5.2.a).  Yung (M) looked very natural: apparently, he was quite used to it. 


(Figure 5.1.5.2.a  Yung’s (M) father is making his bed for him)

More Discussion
Flying to Shanghai on Dragon Airlines, I was dazzled by the glamour of the city.  When I checked the airline’s website,​[5]​ it characterised Shanghai as the most modern city in China.  The glamour of the city is substantiated by consumption-related activities – eating, shopping for designer labels such as Gianni Versace, Issey Miyake and Giorgio Armani and going to Starbucks, the Shangri-la, the Sheraton and Vidal Sasoon.

In view of the hegemony of consumption culture, Chinese intellectuals and politicians are worried about the loss of Chineseness.  Central to postmodern theory is the proposition that consumers consume products for their symbolic meanings and that the products have become commodity signs (Baudrillard, 1981).  The vertigo of postmodernity is attributed to the disorder, ambiguity, plurality, self-centeredness and incongruity of a society (Brown, 1993).  In this connection, traditional values and institutional forces are challenged (Willis, 1990; Elliott, 1997), and it is argued that consumerism has become an ideology and a way of life (Aldridge, 2003).  Institutions include not only buildings and organisations, but also systematic and specific social values and practices (Willis, 1990) and, by extension, traditional values.

A culture that is described as collectivist (Hofstede, 2001), situation-centred (Hsu, 1972) or interdependent (Markus and Kitayama, 1991) has the content and characteristics of Chinese achievement, including the dynamic tendency to reach an externally determined goal or excellence in a socially approved way.  This social orientation and the nuances of Chinese traditional values and institutional influences are still salient amongst the ‘Little Emperors’.  Elliott (1999) posited that the ‘symbolic meanings of products operate in two directions, outward in constructing the social world: Social-Symbolism, and inward towards constructing our self-identity: Self-Symbolism’ (p. 113).

This chapter serves as a backdrop for a closer look at the first cohort of the one-child policy in China.  The next chapters discuss the consumption-related activities of my informants, particularly of brands and fashion, as the postmodern project of ‘symbolic selves’ (Thompson, 1995) dawns.
The first cohort of the one-child policy can be excited, motivated, confused and even intimidated by the sudden availability of goods and brands in the marketplace.  In this vertigo, their own identities are seemingly relatively stable and anchored in a closely-knit social fabric.  Discipline in this context confronts the omnipotence or libratory force of consumerism (Brown, 1993; Firat and Venkatesh, 1995), which could redefine the social milieu.  Like other youngsters in the world, they have their own dreams, they want to be successful, they have their own idols.  Social relatedness, guanxi and traditional values, however, are still deemed to be important in their social discourse.

To Conclude: The Old Soul Lingers

Before going shopping with my informants, it would be worthwhile to consider Cheung Nam’s (F) mental struggle about how she should look.





Chapter 5.2: Going Shopping 

  From the Supermarket They Learn.  They Know Where They Should Shop, and They Feel Uncomfortable When It’s Not Their Place.  The Door Might be Too Heavy for Them.  Maison de Moda . . . Hee, Hee . . . We are Only Students.  When it is Their Place, They Call the Shots.  They Have More Money than They Tell You.  Their Shopping can be Expensive.  They Shop in a Different Language.  A Credit Card is . . .  The Biggest Change has been University, as They Can Shop on Their Own.  Bargaining is Fun.  Shopping is just Shopping.  Shopping Can be Enjoyable.

5.2.1  Where they shop…

5.2.1.1  From the Supermarket They Learn
Miller (1997) commented on the mundane and routinised nature of shopping in the supermarket and noted that hedonism or lifestyle-seeking in this context is ‘absurd’ (p. 44).  However, amongst my informants, the very mundanity and routineness of the experience gave them their first taste of consumption culture.  Chan (M) told me that the first time he went to the Shanghai supermarket Le Gou, he felt a bit bewildered.  He was from a village, and the idea of a supermarket with its wide assortment of goods was new to him.  He was truly pleasantly shocked.  However, the bigger puzzle was how anyone could afford it.  Fast food chains, particularly McDonald’s and KFC, have been described as the introduction of a new consumption experience from the West, and, more negatively, they have been attacked as symbols of cultural imperialism (see Watson, 2006).  Yan (2000) asserted a new kind of socialisation for McDonald’s; the consumption of a hamburger is actually a bridging experience to Western culture (Yan, 2006).  The involvement, accessibility and affordability of the goods in a supermarket, however, creates an even stronger sense of liberation (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995)  The ritual (McCracken, 1988) of shopping without paying first, together with the whole array of goods in the supermarket, is an exemplar of the spectacularization of consumer culture posited by Appadurai (1986).

(Tong F): I like to shop in big supermarkets, for example, Carrefour.  I have the feeling that when I shop there, I feel more relaxed, the atmosphere is good, things in there are affordable, [there is] no pressure at all.  Every time I am in Carrefour, I kind of shop like crazy.  The things I buy [I am] not really in need of; I also buy a lot of snacks.  No, No, going to the supermarket and picking anything I want without much thinking, the feeling is real good.

(Dan M): . . . in college, we don’t go out that much, probably because [we’re] boys, we don’t go shopping that much.  At most we’ll go to the supermarket; [for] clothing, we don’t shop very much . . . the feeling is so big [talks about Le Gou (a large supermarket) with excitement]; the assortment is so rich, it’s very meaningful.  [There is a] great variety of choice, [and] you can just wander around. . . .  Right, I like to go to the supermarket very much; I think the supermarket is like very, very good.  You can go in there and take whatever you want.  (The experience you are referring to is at Le Gou?)  Right, it’s a bigger one [supermarket] with some kind of scale.

As the informants’ monthly pocket money is in the neighbourhood of 600 RMB, the freedom conjured and the feeling of ‘shopping like crazy’ and taking whatever they want is only a momentary fantasy (Firat and Venkatesh, 1995) in the culture of consumption.

5.2.1.2  They Know Where They Should Shop, and They Feel Uncomfortable When It’s Not Their Place

Winship (2000) suggested that shopping could be viewed as a self-disciplinary activity in which the priorities of time, space and sight/site could be exercised.  In fact, my informants had a very clear idea of where they should go to shop or even where different kinds of people should go to shop.  For example, I once told Chu (M) that I had gone to Nanjing Road.  He giggled and told me that it was not the place for me to shop, but was for local visitors only – visitors from other parts of China, particularly those from the village.  Also, even though Shanghai’s affluent shopping area was only one block away from the informants’ normal shopping route, they wouldn’t go there; without thinking, they just say, ‘that’s too far away’.  

Qi (M) and I went to a high-end shopping mall called Plaza 66.  It was only about a five-minute bus ride from the university and his dormitory, and yet it was a shock for both of us.

Qi (M) had never heard of Plaza 66 and CITIC (the two highest end shopping malls in Shanghai) before, and so it was his first time ever to go there.  When we got to Plaza 66 and CITIC, he said that they were definitely malls for high-end products and people of the upper class and that even the door was very difficult to push open.  (We had to gather a lot of strength to open the door to go in.)  (Researcher’s notes)
5.2.1.3  The Door Might be too Heavy for Them


(Figure 5.2.1.3.a Qi (M) finds the door of this shopping mall, Plaza 66, segregating)


(Figure 5.2.1.3.b. The look of the mall from the outside)

Inside Plaza 66, Qi (M) felt very uneasy and detached.  Later, when I treated him to a coffee in Starbucks, he was shocked at the price.  To him, the mall was full of untouchables.  On another outing, I took Chu (M) to another new Starbucks in Xin Tian Di​[6]​; he too was overwhelmed by the experience.  To our surprise, we met two other teachers there.  They told me that Starbucks had earlier come to the university for a recruitment seminar and that they had been given coupons for the coffee.  They rode their bicycles for at least half an hour to get there, and they had been there for hours, just observing and feeling mesmerised by the environment.  Their story led me to an interesting reflection.  During my own research period in Shanghai, I would often go to Xin Tian Di for a basket of chips and a Carlsberg draft or a cappuccino to relax and for a temporary feeling of home.  To the locals, however, these high-end shopping malls and even Starbucks made them feel alienated, like tourists in their own home.  These places have become ‘palimpsests on which the scrambled game of identity and relations is ceaselessly rewritten’ (Auge, 1995, p.79).  Each individual is engaged in his or her own ‘utopian thinking . . . [about] the gap between what is and what could be’ (Maclaran and Brown, 2005, p. 312) and, with a sense of ‘displace[ment]’ (p. 314), taking refuge in his or her own evoked imagination (see also Holt, 1995; Martin, 2004).

5.2.1.3  Maison de Moda . . . Hee, Hee . . . We are Only Students

I had a similar experience with Meng (F) and Li (F).  On the way to Huahai Lu, we passed through a high-fashion boutique that only sold luxurious fashion brands.  On my insistence, they agreed to go in.
 
In Maison de Moda, of course the price of the merchandise was amazing to them.  During our time in Maison de Moda, there was little talk about the beauty of the merchandise.  It was more about the stupid prices.  Meng (F) later even commented on the design of one pair of trousers that they were very much like pyjamas.  Interestingly though, Meng (F) again said that the designs were too old and sophisticated, and, because they were students, they shouldn’t patronise that kind of store.  Although they felt a sense of pressure in the store, it didn’t involve envy.  (Researcher’s notes)

Apart from the pressure they felt, Meng (F) and Li (F) were rather indifferent, as we were literally the only visitors in the store.  Meng (F) reflexively commented that ‘[as] students, [we] shouldn’t patronise this kind of store’.  There was no feeling of envy in the context or any sense of competition with commodities.  This befits the idea put forward by Iyengar and DeVoe (2003) that the students have become ‘volitional choosers’; the choices they make have to be congruent with socially sanctioned ideals, their socially constructed identity or an assumed identity (Hu, 1949).

5.2.1.4  When it is Their Place, They Call the Shots

Once inside a mall or department store, the informants had a mental map of each individual counter or shop they should go to or skip.  In Pacific Department Store, a place that Tong (F) claimed to know very well, during a shopping trip with her and her boyfriend Tao (M), I began to have a real understanding of the utopian qualities of shopping, of, in Maclaran and Brown’s (2005) words, ‘being anywhere, buying uniformity, and betraying culture’ (p. 320).

Literally, they were covering every corner of the department store that day.  Tong (F) kept trying on things.  She particularly liked the style of a tank top dress, which Tao (M) rejected, saying that it was because her skin was not too good (too sexy might be the real reason???).  By the time we left the department store, I had the feeling that we had had a rich shopping experience, yet only one lip gloss had been purchased.  The stores were all packed with people of different background/status.  All of a sudden, with blown up esteem, Tong (F) began to boss the (nice-looking, uniformed, in comparison to the staff in the few nationally owned stores) salesperson around ().  Tong (F) tried on clothes and stopped by one counter after another.  She was very satisfied and was trying hard to get Tao (M) to buy something.  Then, when Tao (M) expressed his intention to buy a crewneck Giordano sweater, she somewhat hysterically yelled ‘he finally wants to buy’.  Tong (F) really wanted Tao (M) to buy a sweater that looked like what she was wearing that day, but, in the end, he didn’t buy anything.  I then lost sight of them and later on had to use my mobile to reunite with them again.  (Researcher’s notes after a shopping trip with Tong (F) and Tao (M), a couple in the throes of puppy love)

I had a very interesting shopping experience with Tong (F) and Tao (M).  In Pacific Department Store, Tong (F) spent a long time at the cosmetics counter trying the make-up.  Afterwards, they covered every floor, with Tong (F) trying on anything she liked.  She basically immersed herself in the shopping environment.  After about three hours in this department store and the adjacent shopping mall, I felt that I had had a very rich shopping experience.  In fact, though, they didn’t buy anything.  However, there was a feeling of personal integration.  The most interesting visit with Tong (F) and Tao (M) was probably to IKEA.  They didn’t have an apartment of their own, and yet they bought a bag of candles.  I asked them what they were going to use them for and got the answer, ‘I just like them’.  In fact, the candles may have been one of the few things in IKEA that they could afford. 

We headed to IKEA.  It was Tong’s (F) first experience there, and, because of Tao’s (M) architecture background, he showed great interest.  They bought a bag of small candles (35 RMB), a vase (18 RMB) and a CD tray (I bought the candles and the vase myself).  I have to talk with them about why they bought the candles, as they are living in the dormitory.  When in IKEA, the power of consumption was so omnipotent . . . globalisation . . . a glimpse of the lifestyle of another part of the world.  People kept examining things, asking ‘What’s this?’  Tong (F) asked about a salt and pepper grinder and a sugar shaker.  The prices are very affordable.  In the taxi, Tao said the vase was really cheap.  (Researcher’s notes after a visit to IKEA)

Later on during a visit to Tong’s (F) house, I asked her again about the candles.

Last time in IKEA, Tong (F) bought some candles (100 pieces).  They were something she bought for when she has time with Tao (M) sometime/somewhere in the future.  (Strange, as they normally meet each other in Donghua [her university] class room, and Tao (M) is not allowed in the dorm; literally, she’ll get no chance to use the candles.)  (Researcher’s notes)

With only a 35 RMB bag of candles and an 18 RMB vase, Tong (F) and Tao (M) became global consumers and had a first-world experience.  With these candles and vase, their imagination could expand to a house full of posh IKEA furniture.  They didn’t know the brand or the merchandise well, and they may even have shopped around without buying; however, they were in the flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) of the shopping experience, part of the Western consumption culture.  Campbell (2005) contended that there is a craft to consumption in postmodernity; consumers ‘transform “commodities” into personalized objects . . . such consumption is usually characterized by [a] marked element of skill and mastery, which also allow[s] for creativity and self-expression’ (p. 28).  If the skill and mastery of this ‘craftsmanship’ is determined by how well they can transform commodities to their own satisfaction, then Tong and Tao are definitely good consumer ‘craftsmen’.

5.2.2  When they shop

5.2.2.1  Their Shopping can be Expensive

Notwithstanding the meagre amount of household income the informants reported to me – 3,000 to 4,000 RMB per month was the norm – it was not unusual to find amongst them expensive purchases that were out of proportion with that income.  For example, in Chu’s (M) house, there is an expensive Sony television, even though his mother is retired for health reasons and, according to Chu (M), his father earns less than 3,000 RMB per month.  His parents bought him a Citizen watch that cost more than 1,000 RMB as a graduation gift.  In fact, before I left Shanghai, he insisted on treating me to a big dinner that cost him more than 500 RMB.  Another informant, Qi (M), whose house was shabby, allowed me in reluctantly.  However, in his own room, there was a good computer worth around 15,000 RMB, a recently purchased digital camera and an electric guitar, all of which were out of proportion with his household income.  Yim’s (M) father, who works in a petrol station, gave his son 5,000 RMB to buy clothes for a job after graduation, although the business suits he bought in the end cost only around 1,500 RMB

Singletons are the only hope for the family.  Parents try their best to provide them with the best, as ‘spending money on [them] was simultaneously an expression of unconditional love and an investment in [the] parents’ own future’ (Fong, 2004, p. 140).  McNeal and Yeh (1997) coined the term ‘compensation syndrome’ for this phenomenon.  Parents of singletons provide their children with the material wealth they themselves lacked when they were growing up under Mao.  Fong (2004) asserts that this is not only compensation, but ‘fulfilment’ for the parents (p. 144).  In a study of the changes in Chinese society since the 1990s, Sun (2003), a sociologist from Tsinghua University, found that the amount of salary reported in China was arbitrary.  He found that it was not unusual in China for the money earned from unconventional sources (that is, part-time earnings) to be much greater than the nominal salary.  Sun (2003, p. 56) reported that in the mid-1990s, according to a government survey, the gross domestic earnings in China were 6 billion RMB.  However, the savings for the entire country was also 6 billion RMB.  Sun explained that this was due to the large amount of unconventional earnings, which can also explain the large individual expenditures of my informants. 

5.2.2.2  They Shop in a Different Language 

During a shopping trip with Shing (F) and Ho (F), they spoke Putonghua (Mandarin) until we dropped into a boutique, where they began to speak Shanghainese all of a sudden.  Later, I asked them why.  They told me that if you didn’t speak Shanghainese well when you were shopping, then you would get ripped off.  Later, when I went with Chu (M) to Huahai Lu, when it came to the point of bargaining, he took over, of course in Shanghainese.

(Chu M): . . . it depends on where you go shopping.  If [I go] to Shen Yang Road [outlet stores with a lot of counterfeits] and some small stores, definitely I’ll speak Shanghainese.  Also, when I have to bargain.  (Before I went to Shanghai, I thought that the Shanghainese had a very strong sense of pride.)  . . . No, No, the truth is money is what really matters.  In Shanghai, what is the most popular language?  The language that others don’t understand is the most popular.  English is the most popular . . . then Cantonese . . . then Taiwanese.  I am telling you all three are very popular.

(Meng F): [Discussing the use of Shanghainese when shopping], definitely there’ll be a difference.  I definitely think that if we go shopping for our wardrobe, then . . .
(Li F): [Cuts in.]  If you use Shanghainese in your bargaining, you’ll get more advantages.

Unlike English, a foreign language that is more related to their fantasies and dreams, the use of a local language, Shanghainese, has become a form of cultural capital for them.  However, it is more for identification and conformity than it is for distinction.  A surrogate friendship is thus formed through the use of the same language.  This is analogous to Gamble’s (2006) study, in which, conversely, sales staff would find some shared basis with their customers, whether it was through having an address in the same neighbourhood or a telephone number with the same area code.  Whilst Bourdieu’s idea of cultural capital consists of socially rare and distinctive tastes, skills, knowledge and practices, in a holistic culture such as China’s, this rarity may take on a different interpretation. 

5.2.2.3  A Credit Card is . . . 

Credit cards were new to the informants, and they had different interpretations of them.  It was quite apparent that, prior to my conversation with them, not much effort had been made to apply for a credit card and that there was little desire for one.  Ritzer (1995) considered the credit card to be a key component of the modern world, to be strongly associated with the consumer culture and to be a major reason for ‘overspending’ (Schor, 1998).

(Dan M): . . . a credit card; when I go out to work I might have to apply for one, because I might have to buy things in shopping malls.  In the shops, they all accept it.  (Do you know how to use a credit card?)  For a credit card, it’s like, I deposit some money in it, then the money is deducted from it for every purchase.  (That not exactly the concept.)  . . . you mean, I can [get an] overdraft?  Yet, I bet I won’t [get an] overdraft. . . .

(Chu M, after work): Our company issues credit cards to employees; they don’t give out cash, everything is deposited in the credit card, cards that you can spend with credit.  (No, what I mean is you can spend without paying money first.  You pay monthly; also if you don't have the money, you can borrow it.)  The card of our company can also do that.  (Still, there’s a misunderstanding of what a credit card is.)

(Pei F): (Do you plan to apply for a credit card?)  I don’t know; that might be some time after.  Just now when you talked about a loan or something . . . I believe after I have worked for a few years, I then would have the concept, because I don’t have much feeling about it.  I don’t think I have reached that level. . . .  Right, I do have a feeling that to get a loan or not has a lot to do with the ambience of the family.  I think of my parents . . . they have a feeling that to get a loan is not quite right . . . in their mind, they feel that when you get a loan, your family must be [in difficulties].  Like when I was in college, one time when I got home, I told my parents that our school had a kind of provision that you could get a loan to study.  Then my mom said no; they said we could afford the tuition fee, why borrow the money.  No!

They may not have the craft or literacy required (Campbell, 2005; Wallendorf, 2001) to see the close relationship between credit cards and the consumer culture they assert.  Their identities have been crafted in and constituted by a strong cultural context in which students do not have credit cards and loans are stigmatised.

5.2.3  Shopping to them…

5.2.3.1  The Biggest Change has been University, as They Can Shop on Their Own

The informants described the ability to shop on their own as the biggest change in their lives as university students.  This liberation, however, was more about taking control of their own lives and making their own ‘major’ decisions.

(Cheung Wei F): [Talking about the biggest change in university and how it’s funny that it’s related to shopping] . . . when I got to university, the biggest change was [that] I could make decisions myself [about] the snacks I eat and the clothes I wear. . . .  For clothes, I think more [about] the functional value and the style; for the snacks, I didn’t eat many before, but now they have become a staple. . . .  Right, when I first came here, I went to the supermarket once or twice every week, then afterward, I became more mature, and getting used to this place, I tend to think that I can adjust to the lifestyle here.

(Kit F): [Talking about daily expenses], when I first came here I spent a lot of money, right, I had to buy this and that . . . speaking of now?  I don’t have a fixed amount, yet still in the neighbourhood of 300 to 400 . . .  students like us, we spend relatively more on our food . . . we eat it all.  (talk about her initial experience in Shanghai)  [When I had] just arrived in Shanghai, I probably spent like 1000 something . . . yes, every month.  Back then, I really didn’t have much concept of money, we [would] just go out.  Some of our classmates would [talk] about a new supermarket, and then we’d go . . . [it] was really exciting.  Every week, I had to go there once or twice, [and] every time I had to spend like 50 dollars.  After a month, [I was] just so surprised; so much money had been spent.  When in year one (college), I didn’t have any idea [about] money.  In the beginning, it was like, I gotta have this to eat.  About groceries, [I] always thought something was missing; why [do] my fellow schoolmates get this, and I don’t have any.  Then I’d go for it . . . now I have accumulated enough [she means experience], I am getting used to it.  Back then I was just starting to adjust.  I had just started to live on my own, just left my parents, [was] on my own in the dormitory [actually, there are six of them in the dormitory].  That’s why I didn’t have any restriction [on] the money I spent; I didn’t have the concept.  I wish that after all these years [she is now in year 3] . . . I could save more [and know] where I shouldn’t spend; I [wish I] could have a better idea now.

(Dan M): [Talking about some important shopping experience,] I think it must be the time when I bought one, two hundred dollars [worth] of books . . . a number of books together . . . it was around year one or year two in the university.  (Did you ask your parents for the money?)  No, it was out of my pocket money, something I have saved for myself; then I went to buy some books.  (Was this for leisure reading or for school?)  It was for school.  My feeling was like, before it was my parents who went with me.  This time [it was] my own decision; it’s very much different.

They felt more mature and more independent after their first shopping experience, whether it was for books or groceries.  This feeling was even stronger when they exerted control and practised self discipline.  In the consumption process, the variety of choice in the market may be overwhelming for a while (Schor, 1998; Schwartz, 2004), although regulated by the reality of social norms or traditional values (Hsu, 1972).  For Dan (M), no matter how mundane the purchase was (only books for study), the experience of spending such a large amount of money was already ‘extraordinary’ enough (Abrahams, 1986). 


5.2.3.2  Bargaining is Fun

McCracken (1988) had identified different kinds of rituals that transfer meaning from goods to individuals.  Belk et al. (1989) contended that rituals could even ‘sacralise and desacralise’ an object.  To the informants, simply bargaining could add meaning to the whole consumption experience.  In Shanghai, people are still quite used to the idea of bargaining. 

For Pei (F), bargaining gave her a sense of control over her environment.  When she felt in control, she would bargain, but when the situation was uncharted, she would rather keep quiet.

(Pei F): Right . . . which street, what kind of stores, the kind of style, I am so sure about it.  Of course, I know which stores I can shop in and which shops are not [of] interest.

Luk (F) is quite proud of her bargaining ability, which makes her popular with her friends, but she attributed it, not to her skills of articulation, but rather to her learning at school, an institutional power. 

(Luk F, after work): . . . No, I go [shopping] together with my own friends.  Of course [with a sense of pride], it’s me who does the bargaining.  I am quite good at it.  I studied consumer behaviour before; no matter what, we can do better than the shopkeeper.

For Yi Pui (F), bargaining is an indication of the likelihood of consumption. 

(Yi Pui F): When I bargain [over] the price with them, it is already a strong indication of my intention to buy.  If I just have some interest, I would just have a try; I wouldn’t bargain with them directly.  I would say something like ‘it’s only so-so’.  I mean, if I think it’s really good, I would say it’s not too bad; if I like it very much I would bargain with them seriously.

For Ping (M), who was from a village, bargaining could be an acculturation process.

(Ping M): [He is from a village in HuBei.]  When I first came here, I wasn’t that used to the situation here in Shanghai; things were on fixed price, since, I’d never been to places outside, like Hong Kong.  Normally, when I went out shopping, for example, [for] a T-shirt, you could buy it in a supermarket . . . it’s impossible to bargain [on] the price.  For example, when you go to Tsui Ka Wei, there are a lot of shopping malls.  There, we go in, and everything in there is fixed in price.  After a while, [I] developed the habit of not bargaining. . . .  Yet, with street vendors, I’d still bargain [on] the price, even very seriously.  For example, the price could be 18 dollars.  I would return [with a] price of 10, because that’s what would happen in my village.  It’s like a pattern.  For example, 180 dollars, I would halve the price, then add a bit on top, or even shave off a bit, to test the acceptable price. . . .

This acculturation process is more than ‘translation and adaptation’ (Penaloza, 1994).  Shanghai is not only a place for university education, but, as Fong (2004) asserted, it is also the Chinese cultural model of upward mobility.  Doing well in Shanghai is not only important for Ping (M) and his family, but also for his whole village.

(Ping M): (What did they [your family] think when they found out you would study in Shanghai?)  Of course, they were very happy.  Speaking of my family, ever since my grandfather, they’d been hoping their child would receive some higher education.  My grandfather had four daughters, all the while hoping for a boy . . . I am the eldest grandson; that’s why they love me so much.  Back then, I had an auntie, she’s the youngest daughter  . . . she did repeat once, she didn’t do very well in the school, [and] she didn’t want to continue any longer, though my grandfather supported her fully. . . .  When I got to high school, my grandfather died.  Then I got accepted by the university.  Everyone was so happy in the family; my grandmother once said, if your grandfather was still alive he would be very, very happy. . . .  Everyone in the village knew that [I was] going to university.  (How big is the village?).  Around two to three thousand . . . right, the kid of which family, which university, which city (they [all] know about it), because in my village, when I studied in primary school, there were only 27 of us.  Among them, only 20 [went] to junior high school.  Only 10 came out of it; finally, only three could go to high school.  Who could really go to university . . . to my knowledge during my year, there was another girl, just two of us.


5.2.3.3  Shopping is just Shopping

Some of the informants still thought shopping was just shopping.  Cheung Wei (F) was from Anhui.  She only had around 300 to 400 RMB per month (600 RMB is a modest amount).  She was a bit introverted and felt uneasy in a big city such as Shanghai.  Although it was not the ‘sacrifice’ described by Miller (1998, p. 73), shopping was exhausting for her. 

(Cheung Wei F): (Talk about shopping.)  It’s OK.  (Do you go shopping very often?)  Often to the supermarket.  (How about normal shopping?)  This semester, I did only once.  (Why so rarely; how do you spend your time?)  We just don’t have the time normally; yet, I now find that I have lost my interest . . . I think shopping is shopping.  What else can I discover?  I think [shopping] can be something very trying; the moment you come back, it’s very exhausting.

(Dan M): It’s OK for me to go out shopping, given there’s a purpose in it.  At best, I have something in my mind.  If there is nothing in particular, I won’t go out shopping.

(Ping M): (Do you like shopping?)  So-so.  I don’t like the idea of spending a long time on shopping, picking stuff from there.  Like Shen Yang Road . . . I rarely go there.  Every time I go there, I have the feeling that it’s all packed up with people.  From the surface, many things they are selling there, we could find someplace else, even in small stores.  If I have to go to ShenYang Road . . . if I have to do it myself, to spend the effort, I really don’t have that kind of strength, don’t have the patience.  I can buy a pair of Adidas, Reebok . . . I have a run to Xu Jia Hui.  Then, I’ve been to other places as well.  It’s like I’ve been running like this for four or five days.  For something I really want, I could search for it like this.  Yet normally, without any purpose in mind, I just won’t do it. . . .  Right, sometimes it’s strange, sometimes with some particular intention in your mind, you can’t buy anything; you’d probably have a better chance if you just wandered around.

Shopping as ‘provisioning’ (Miller, 1998, p. 11), as buying provisions and other goods only when required, still exists amongst the informants.

5.2.3.4  Shopping Can be Enjoyable







Chapter 5.3: Their Look

The Little Red handkerchief Still lingers. They have Good Stories about their Leather Shoes.  They Look Differently Different.  You Can’t Imagine the Look of their Wardrobes.  My clothes! My Independence?  Clothes Can be a Means of Self-discipline.  They Want to Do Well in School, and That’s Why they Cannot Look Too Good.  Short Stockings and Ties – They are Learning.   They Like their Idols, yet they Think they are Different, so there’s no Point in Imitating them. They Will Wear the Same Jacket, as They are Brothers. Bras May be too Early, yet the Chances are TheyCould Have been Made by their Moms.  They Will Wear a Couple’s outfit.  

5.3.1  Look With their past 

5.3.1.1  The Little Red Handkerchief Still Lingers

The informants were all from a key university in Shanghai.  Very often, when I asked about their wardrobes when they were small, they brought up the little red handkerchief, the main insignia of the young pioneer.  I was told that not everyone could get it.  It had to be earned, and, together with stripes on the sleeve, one could be a leader in the school.

Luk (F)  even attributed her outstanding academic performance to the ‘psychic energy’ (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981) vested in her little red handkerchief. 

(Luk F): (Tell me about the stages of your life.)  [I was] defined by my groups of friends . . . because of them, I changed a lot myself.  When I was small, I was really cute.  I went to a key primary school in Shanghai.  I became a committee member.  In fact, I don’t think I was much better than the others; yet the position was quite an influential one – young pioneer, big leader, the most senior one, [the one] with the red handkerchief. . . .  It sounds strange, [but] my academic performance got better and better [after I became] the prefect of the class.  I do think there’s a relationship between [the two].

(Figure 5.3.1.1.a Luk (F) in her little red handkerchief, which she is still quite proud of)

Shing (F), however, was being sarcastic when she associated the little red handkerchief with the fashions around now.

(Shing F): I am talking about some boys in my class, without much taste, yet everything has to be branded.  Yet, those branded items are all dated; even though they are branded, they are the styles of five to six years ago.  We’ll then discuss it . . . for example, a boy . . . wearing a pair of Nikes or Adidas . . . let’s say it’s Nike, yet it looks so old.  Then we’ll guess why the style is so old.  Was he a millionaire before, [and] now he’s going downward?  We had a boy in the class, he was short, a bit fat.  One time he was wearing an oversized windbreaker, a light one, seemed like a Nike.  On the back of it was a red triangle pattern.  One of us felt his wearing of this . . . he didn’t have anything branded . . . his look is funny . . . felt like a little red handkerchief on his back.  This little red triangle looked like a red handkerchief . . . it was like a red handkerchief hanging on his back . . . such a waste wearing the brand.

Chu’s (M) mother still keeps his little red handkerchief because it was something of his, a good memory.

(Chu M): (Do you have s little red handkerchief?)  Yes . . . I still have one with me . . . as a memory.  Ever since nursery [school], my mother has kept something for me, for example, teachers’ comments, the insignia of a small leader.

The little red handkerchief is a legacy of the Cultural Revolution, when fashion, regarded as bourgeois in origin and surplus to authentic human needs, was for many years more or less abolished, which turned China into a country of people dressed in grey, black, white, army green and navy blue – the color scheme of Chinese puritan communism (Zhao, 1997).  The little red handkerchief was one of the standardised items in a classless, Communist society, and yet this little piece of cloth signified power and distinction (Bourdieu, 1989).

In Hong Kong, I talked with a student from the mainland.  She told me stories of her mother making a little red handkerchief for her, which is something she could remember from her wardrobe.  On the surface, it was like a normal little handkerchief, although of a different texture.  The difference was very subtle, but people in the circle could recognise it.  In fact, another standardised item, the Mao jacket, also had subtle nuances, as Chen (2001) noted:  

The Mao suit varied by color – blue, grey, or army green – and by accessories, such as a brown leather belt and rifle.  A green khaki belted jacket invoked the military tradition of the PLA more strongly than the blue Mao jacket worn loose.  Moreover, the manner in which the Mao jacket was worn suggested in what type of activity the model would be engaged and her consequent status.  Open Mao jackets flowed freely and often revealed colorful cotton tops, worn underneath by both male and female workers. . . .  A belted Mao jacket, by contrast, and perhaps ironically given the altruistic community-oriented values it symbolized, demanded discipline of the garment and body and suggested a carefully cultivated sartorial image.  The green khaki belted jacket denoted authority in a manner that separated its wearer form the masses of workers and peasants sporting unbelted blue variants.  For Hao nxiu and others whose entrance into the Communist Party was related in illustrated propaganda, a belted Mao jacket and soft cloth cap with red star insignia (hongxingmaohui) marked the transition form worker to model worker, from member of the masses to member of the Youth League or Communist Party (p. 157). 

5.3.1.2  They have Good Stories about their Leather Shoes

Interestingly, Davies and Sensenbrenner (2000) repeatedly mentioned leather shoes as related to other seemingly unrelated commodities: ‘[the] parents of all occupational groups held high aspirations for their singleton and considered [the] purchase of home videos, leather shoes, and birthday parties to be virtual necessities’ (p.78).  

(Pei F): (Do you remember your first pair of shoes?)  Yes, around year 4 in primary school, my father bought a pair of red leather shoes for me from Wuhan . . . around eight or nine years old . . . because it was a present for Chinese New Year.  I didn’t ask for them . . .  he came back from outside, and he brought me something.  I can’t quite remember [the style], [although] I can remember the colour.  I was very happy; I thought the pair of shoes was very beautiful.  (Did you wear trainers before?)  No, I didn’t wear trainers.  (What did you wear?)  I wore slippers.  (Did you feel uncomfortable when you put on this pair of shoes?)  No, when I wear shoes [leather], if not those branded one, they are less expensive, [and] I keep throwing away the old ones.  What I mean is, I won’t keep my leather shoes for a very long time, might be just for a year, then I’ll throw them away.  (What about now?)  It depends on the season.  In the winter, I like to wear leather shoes; in summer, I like to wear slippers.

(I M1): I have four pairs of trainers (Any brands?).  Yes, mainly Reebok, Adidas, also a pair of Nikes.
(I M2): I don’t wear [trainers] . . . never thought of buying any trainers.
(I M3): They don’t wear trainers for sport, even playing sport he still wears his leather shoes.
(I M2): But [with] this kind of pants, [I] should wear leather shoes.
(Researcher’s notes after a group discussion)

She reiterated a story about her first pair of leather shoes.  She could still remember that they were 9.80 RMB.  Her father bought them for her in Shanghai.  Back then, Shanghai was a symbol for fashion and good quality.  Before, she wore only trainers.  This image of leather shoes as being of a higher class and worthy of more respected became rooted.  After that, she didn’t buy any trainers until she went to Hong Kong in 2001.  As trainers were so popular there, she bought a few pairs.  She further tries to explain why trainers are not popular in China: because it’s filthy, it smells bad.  Cities in China are so filthy that trainers are not quite suitable because they get dirty . . . all of these are very rational reasons.  She then recalls that in Hong Kong people seldom polish their leather shoes and never wash their trainers.  In China, it’s quite usual for people to polish their shoes and clean their trainers.  (Researcher’s notes after an interview with a famous fashion designer in China)

A taxi driver in Shanghai, who looked to be 30 something, told me that when he was small, leather shoes were considered to be something luxurious.  They only had bad trainers (not the branded type), and when he was growing up, he longed for a pair of leather shoes.  Their inaccessibility created a strong desire in him (Belk et al., 2003).  For him, the image of leather shoes as something more decent, more luxurious still lingers.  As the meanings of things are embedded in their socio-cultural contexts, the lived experience (Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981; Holt, 1997) explains the emotion-driven choices (Elliott, 1998) that we make in our consumption.

5.3.2  Look With the Self in Question

5.3.2.1  They Look Differently Different

A few of my informants, such as Chu (M), were in their final year.  I was amazed with the change in his ‘look’ after he had graduated and got a job.  In fact, he looked younger after he started working.  Interestingly, Chu (M) was chosen as an informant on the mistaken assumtion that he was fashion conscious because of his Michiko Koshino T-shirt (see Figure 5.3.2.1.c).  Later, it was discovered that he had no idea of the brand; the shirt had been given to him by his uncle.  After I told him that Michiko Koshino was a famous brand in Japan, he didn’t wear the shirt again until after he had graduated.


(Figure 5.3.2.1.a Chu (M) is still a student)


(Figure 5.3.2.1.b Chu (M) gets a job as a marketing trainee in Shanghai Automobiles, a government-owned enterprise)


(Figure 5.3.2.1.c Chu’s (M) Michiko T-shirt; because of the brand, he was asked to be an informant)

Once, because he knew that I was working on research in fashion, Chu (M) deliberately put on something new for an interview with me.  This was a jacket that he had bought in a supermarket for about 100 RMB.  He told me that his parents had been with him during the shopping trip.  Later, in conversation, the old-fashioned style of his wardrobe was brought up.
(Chu M): [On a recent shopping trip,] I spotted some clothes; the quality was just so-so, [but] the style was OK.  I knew it was quite suitable for me, but I thought about it twice, because I already have one pair of pants.  Then I bought another pair of shoes, [and] I had spent too much.  I thought I’d better wait for a while; the clothes looked a bit old[-fashioned].  (They are old-fashioned.)  [Big laugh] . . . anyway, I just want to wait for a while, because I don’t want to look too casual.  (Since when have you disliked the casual look?)  Junior high school . . . in winter, it’s still OK.  (Your uncle’s influence?)  Probably yes, probably that’s what I truly like . . . my father asked me to put on that T-shirt and said jokingly, “if you don’t wear it, I will”.  (So, in a sense, your wardrobe looks older than your father?)  More formal, more formal than he does.

Even Chu’s (M) parents thought that his clothes looked too old for him.  Later he told me that he wanted to look more professional, more mature before he started working.  This assumed identity (Hu, 1949), however, was in contrast to the more youthful image he adopted after he had found a job (see Figures 5.3.2.1.a and 5.3.2.1.b).

Chu (M) underwent a significant change in his look, after he got a job and became financially independent.

(Chu M, after he had started working): (Why have you changed your look?)  Because before, I would ask my parents to buy clothes for me; they would give you this and that kind of choice, [and] you get accustomed to it . . . then you believe in the suitability of that kind of clothes for you. . . .  [I] still [have] some very old clothes.  [I] just don’t want to throw them away; [I was] thinking I could wear those during the Chinese New Year, [but] I don’t have that feeling now . . . my mistake was, if things are still in good condition, if [they are] still intact, [I think they are] still a kind of capital.  Now I think this is unreasonable. . . .  I have to renew, to discard the old things.  I have to get new things faster.  Because humans are actually very stubborn animals, to change one’s original concept is very difficult.  One could be more perfect if one could be more receptive to new ideas . . . I hope I can be someone like this; in practice, I want to start with objects, clothes, start with this and then some new ideas, new trends. . . .

Chu’s (M) explanation was very dogmatic, and yet he was just jumping from one assumption to another (Hu, 1949), from one ‘zone of affection’ (Baudrillard, 1975, p. 134) to another.  In this context, Chu (M) ‘displayed a high degree of self-control and agency to effectively adjust [himself] to various interpersonal contingencies’ (Markus and Kitayama, 1991, p. 10).  

5.3.2.2  You Can’t Imagine the Look of their Wardrobes

Chan (M), a mature environmental design student, was not actually one of my informants, as I later found out that he was already in his late 20s.  Although his profile was not agreeable with my target informants, the extreme contrast between his public and private selves was inspiring. 


(Figure 5.3.2.2.a Chan (M) is always in a business suit)


(Figure 5.3.2.2.b This is literally how Chan (M) keeps his clothes)


(Figure 5.3.2.2.c. Chan’s (M) laundry)

This contrast was more extreme in Chan (M), and yet, such a contrast between ‘backstage behaviour and front-stage behaviour’ (Goffman, 1973) was not uncommon amongst my informants, albeit to different degrees.  Another informant, QI (M), looked trendy, but when I visited his house, he refused to show me the room in which he kept his clothes and some miscellaneous stuff, as it was very disorganised.


(Figure 5.3.2.2.d  A room shared by everyone in the family, everyone dumped in their stuff)  


(Figure 5.3.2.2.e Qi (M) looks trendy in a usual day)

The ‘front stage performance’ (Goffman, 1973) is explicated by Hwang (1987), who discussed the importance that the Chinese place on the social network.  In this symbolic dialectic of the self (Elliott, 1997), there is a disproportionate amount of effort devoted to distinguishing between the private and the public self, which can be viewed as a horizontal kind of self-fragmentation, rather than a postmodern orientation (Firat and Venkatesh, 1993b)

5.3.2.3  My clothes! My Independence?

People’s possessions tell us a lot about them (Belk, 1998; Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981).  We have a strong relationship with the things around us, and, amongst these, our clothes are the determining factor in the construction of our identity, in the way we present ourselves daily (Goffman, 1973).  The informants had different stories about this daily presentation of the self.

Yung (M) used to fight with his mother about what he should wear.  Even though his school uniform endowed him with a sense of prestige, independence and distinction were even more important.  Later, he told me, he could make more decisions on his own.

(Yung M): (Talk about a turning point in your life.)  It was a big fight with my mother in high school when I was about 15 years old.  The incident was triggered when my mother wanted me to put on my high school sweater.  [This was an elite school, and the school badge was sewn on the sweater.]  I didn’t like this, thinking I should have a say in what I wear.  Thereafter, for a few days, I didn’t talk to my mother.  From then on, I thought I could make many decisions on my own.  [During that incident,] I think I really grew up; I can make my own decisions.  I thought “it’s boring to put this school sweater on; I don’t like [having] the same look as . . . other[s]”.  Yes, I knew it had the badge of my elite secondary school, [but] I didn’t care much.  Even Tsingha or Beijing University’s badge, my [feeling] was why a uniform during a normal day; that’s something I thought I was old enough to [decide].

Qi’s (M) first experience of buying clothes for himself was not a very good one, which is perhaps why Baleno is his favourite clothing brand.

The only thing Qi (M) could remember buying for himself was a Baleno T-Shirt.  His mother commented, “finally you can manage yourself”.  Until then, she had been the one to make the choices, and she had always bought Qi’s clothes from the wholesale market, without Qi knowing the style or the colour. Qi seemed quite satisfied with this routine and with everything she brought back.  That day, Qi was wearing a jacket that cost 40 something RMB, which could retail at 80 something.  She said she would buy something that fits Qi.  (Researcher’s notes)

Similarly, Cheung Wei’s (F) first wardrobe shopping experience was a sour one.

(Cheung Wei F): . . . in junior high school, I wanted a pair of sandals.  My mother said to me, “you just buy it yourself”, [and] then I went to buy [them] myself.  (Do you remember the whole thing?)  Yes, I do . . . after school, I went with my classmates for the pair of shoes.  We didn’t have any experience of buying shoes before . . . this is about junior one or two . . . back then, [everything was] bought by my parents.  They went with me; then they’d make the bargain.  This time I was on my own . . . I was just hanging around, [and] then I spotted a pair of shoes [sandals].  The shop owner looked at me, then said “40 dollars“. . . .  [When I got home,] my mother looked at the shoes [and said they were] too expensive.  Then I said to her it’s my first experience, the first time was a successful one. . . .  That evening, my mother gave me a lecture, [and I] didn’t feel very happy.  Ever since then, until college, my mom would do all the shopping for me . . . because I just don’t know how to look at things, I don’t have the experience . . . I still feel myself to be a kid.  I still feel I haven’t grown up yet; I still need the company of my parents.
  
When I asked Wing Kit (M) at what age he had started to buy his clothes, he said ‘very early’.  This was quite unusual amongst the informants, unless they had gone away to school.  However, when I probed further, he revealed that, even today, he still goes clothes shopping with his parents.  What he meant by independence was that he chose his clothes, although his parents paid for them.  Even though the influence of the parents was implicitly in place, Wing Kit (M) proudly proclaimed his independence to be in place.

Yung’s (M) minor upheaval had at least gained him independence at least with the management of his own impression, Qi (M) was upset yet this repressed desire is demonstrated by his attachment with his first clothing brand, Baleno. Qi (M) and Cheung Wei (F) think that they are not there yet, and Cheung Wei (F) explicitly avowed the needs for her parents’ company.  As can be seen in Wing Kit’s (M) interpretation of independence, the influence of the family ‘jia’ is obvious.

5.3.2.4  Clothes Can be a Means of Self-discipline

It has been discussed that indulgence in enjoyment is not encouraged in Chinese culture (Tse, 1996), and it is believed that through ascetism one can transcend him or herself (Abbott, 1970; Tu, 1985).  The internalisation of this concept could be seen in the clothing of the informants.

(I M): (in a group discussion) I have only two pairs of underwear . . . I have reasons.  I just want to polish myself, one to put on, and the other to take off.  Otherwise, you won’t have anything to wear.


(Figure 5.3.2.4.a  It’s the other pair of underwear, he told me)

In the group discussions, Wing Kit (M) looks very mature.  He always likes to wear a formal suit, and, when he talks, he is very certain of things, including his wardrobe.

(Wing Kit M): (How many pairs of jeans do you have?)  I don’t wear jeans.  In general, when I buy clothes I think I could wear them; now I think they’re quite stupid (the purchases he never wears) . . . I am kind of rational (now) when I shop for my wardrobe.  I think at each different stage of life, we have a different aesthetic sense.  I think I was so stupid back then.  (We talk about his shoes.)  For shoes, I always wear leather shoes.  I have a new pair for every year, one year one pair, all through the year just [this] one pair of leather shoes [laughs].  (Any trainers?)  I do have trainers, only for PE lessons.  (How many pairs of trainers do you have?)  One or two pairs, I think [sounds very uncertain].  (What about socks?)  I have many socks.  In my room here, I have 14 pairs of socks, very exact, very exact; I have reasons for these 14 pairs of socks.  You know, I go home every two weeks – the linens and everything, I take home for my mother for the laundry. 

5.3.2.5  They Want to Do Well in School, and That’s Why they Cannot Look Too Good

School was always mentioned in different contexts.  For Luk (F), the saddest thing in life so far was that she could not go to the university that she had wanted to, whilst for Yung (M), his biggest achievement was getting into a focus secondary school.  Davies and Sensenbrenner (2000), in their study of singletons, wrote that ‘dressing a child in obviously expensive clothing might, in fact, distract the child from working hard enough to succeed in competitive school systems’(p.62).  This is exemplified in Yung’s (M) comments about good schools and bad schools.

(Yung M): (Did you know brands when you were young?)  Yes, since junior high, a very poor school.  You know, [in] poor schools, students care about their looks . . . I think if it’s a junior high school, you think the school is poor, everyone cares about how they look . . . it’s like a pattern.  When you are in school, good students don’t care about fashion; those who like fashion are not good.

This idea was also given support by a conversation with Li.

(Li F): (You didn’t start to care about your appearance in high school?)  No, when I was in junior high, a few girls started to wear make- up . . . a girl I know of, I think she’s already a beauty, yet starting from junior high she started to use make-up.  The feeling is not that appealing . . . she’s very conscious of that; it’s only her junior year in high school.  It’s still not necessary to use make-up; I don’t think it’s good. (More on the side of social standards.)  I absolutely think that it’s not right.

5.3.2.6  Short Stockings and Ties – They are Learning

Chew (2003) wrote of exposed short stocking as contested by ‘a sartorial localization’, noting that they could provoke images of untidiness, eroticism and indecency.  Short stockings are very popular in China.  I have to admit that in the beginning I found them very difficult on the eyes, but after two weeks I felt more comfortable with them.  I asked many of my informants the reason for short stockings.  The usual answer was that they were quite used to them.  The very logical answer that I received from a teacher at the university was also asserted Chew’s (2003, p. 482) study.  She told me that short stockings were already worn when she was young (she’s now in her early thirties), and she reasoned that they represented a balance between affordability and beauty.  When she was small, the financial situation of the entire country was very poor, and women could not afford long nylon pantyhose.  However, in their eyes, pantyhose were very feminine and beautiful, and so they went for the alternative, short stockings.

Although my informants told me that short stockings were normal in Shanghai, they definitely must have heard negative comments before.  This was revealed in one of my field trips with Meng (F) (see Figure 5.3.2.6.a).  

At first I thought that she (Meng F) just didn’t care, but later on I found out that she knew it was not proper.  I told her not to wear that kind of stockings when she has to work one day.  In Daphne (a shoe store on Huahai Lu), she discreetly took them off.  I also took a picture of her out on the street.  (Researcher’s notes after outing with Meng (F))


(Figure 5.3.2.6.a  Meng (F) walks down the street in her short stockings)

(Figure 5.3.2.6.b On the same field trip, another woman wears short stockings)


(Figure 5.3.2.6.c In Daphne, a shoe shop; she has already discreetly taken off her short stockings)

In a postmodern consumption culture, we consume signs.  Baudrillard (1981) referred to fashion as a ‘compulsion to innovate signs’.  The reverse has occurred in China: Chinese consumers have redesigned pantyhose by shortening them to have an affordable means of making the same fashion statements as the Western world.


5.3.3 Look With the Others

5.3.3.1  They Like their Idols, and yet they Think they are Different, so there’s no Point in Imitating Them

When we discuss their favourite pop idols, their answers are very much the same as those of youngsters in Hong Kong – singers, movie stars from Hong Kong and from the West.  However, for youngsters in Hong Kong, the ‘look’ of their pop idols is influential in their own wardrobes.  This influence was absent in the Shanghai informants.

(Kit F): (Earlier, she had contended that the package, the look and the fashion of Hong Kong’s pop stars were better.  That was the main reason that the idols she liked were from Hong Kong.  To follow up, I asked whether appearance and fashion played a very important role in their choice of idol.  Also, why was the look of Shanghai youngsters so different from that of their idols?  Was there any chance that in their fashion purchases they were influenced by their idols, in other words by Hong Kong fashion trends?)  What you mean is, if we think that Hong Kong people look better, why don’t we follow them . . . the thing is we couldn’t reach that level.  If you want to dress up like a person from Hong Kong, the feeling is quite alternative.

(Cheung Wei F): [She cuts in trying to help.]  Right, I am only a student; it is quite impossible for me to wear a bare back.  Of course it looks very good, it’s very fashionable . . . [but] how could I put on something like that.

(Kit F): Also, I have to follow my own personal style.

(Cheung Wei F): If normally I am kind of classic, it’s impossible for me to put on something that’s weird, something that goes against my own style.

(Kit F): Also, we have to think about the financial factor. . . .  But, I have the feeling that, besides me, there should be some kind of students who would do the full imitation. 

(Cheung Wei F): I am not that type since I don’t know the kind of clothes they are wearing . . . I don’t have the time to care about them.  Also, it’s impossible for me to follow them exactly . . . also I don’t [need] to look like them, absolutely not necessary.

As already stated, their wardrobes look much older and more mature than they should; sometimes they are too proper for me.  Conversely, the major fashion trends today are much more casual than before.  The pop idols they refer to very often appear in public in jeans and a T-shirt, a fashion they could afford and which is more suitable for their age.  Very often, without much thought, they had internalised a whole set of ascribed images or identities and had a clear mind about what they should and should not do.  The in-group/out-group distinction was obvious (Iyengar et al., 1999), relatively stable, anchored in their socio-cultural context and in opposition to the temporary and fragmented forms of identity in the postmodern ethos (Cova and Cova, 2002).


5.3.3.2  They Will Wear the Same Jacket, as They are Brothers.

Their pseudo-kinship bonds (Lau, 1982) could be witnessed in the look of the informants.  In Chinese, it is not unusual for friends to greet each others as ‘brothers’ (Lee, 1992).  Lau (1982) contested the notion that this pseudo kinship bond helps to strengthen moral or emotional ties between individuals.  There is an argument that fashion is about distinction (Bourdieu, 1989), about being an individual and standing out from the crowd (Finkelstein, 1998).  In this context, the relatedness of individuals in Chinese society, and their kinship bonds, raises a new perspective for the fashion concept 

On one occasion, I saw three students wearing exactly the same jacket.   

(Yung M): (The other day in your room, your roommates were wearing the same Bambini jacket.  Why were there three of the same jackets in the same room?)  You mean the denim one?  Just one of them bought it; then the other one had just broken up with his girlfriend, you know “fallen out of love”.  His girlfriend had just left him.  [The heartbroken one thought] that the jacket looked cool, and then he also bought one.  The third one followed them, just thinking that it looked good.

When Ping (M) came for an interview, he was wearing his friend’s watch.  He said he was his brother.  Earlier, they had shared a tie for different job interviews.

(Figure 5.3.3.2.a. A watch from his friend Wang (M); they share the watch because they are brothers)

Iyengar et al. (1999) highlighted the ‘socially relevant members of one’s group’ (p. 274) in Eastern culture.  In this context, the in-group and out-group distinction may be permeable (Joy, 2001) and even pseudo(Lau, 1982).  Unlike the neo tribe that Cova and Cova (2002) argue is temporary, fragmented and unstable, the informants are relatively stable.  Referring to Fei’s illustration (Fei, 1989), the relationship pattern amongst the Chinese resembles the set of concentric ripples that are formed when a stone is thrown into the water.  The ripples may become thinner as they move farther away, and yet there is a centre, which is the family, a traditional institution that represents an important measure of self-realisation and self-fulfilment amongst the Chinese (Firat and Venkatesh, 1993a; Joy, 2001).  This anchor may explain the stable identity of the informants.

5.3.3.3  Bras May be too Early, yet the Chances are that They Could Have been Made by their Moms

For the girls, if there was one piece of clothing that they were conscious of as intervening ‘between the individual personality and the environment’ (Dearborn, 1918, p. 4), it was the bra.  The breasts – signs of adolescence – they covered have two biological functions, ‘one parental and the other sexual’ (Morris, 2005, p.142).  Referring to Peter Blos, Kroger (1996) identified different sub-phases in adolescence, two of which are ‘foreclosure, the fusion of [the] self with [the] internalized other, and . . . moratorium-differentiation’ (p. 69).  The foreclosure stage is marked by the feeling that ‘I may exist in my own right, but I must check to see if it is all right with my mother’.  In this stage, the individual is still dubious about her own independence.  The moratorium-differentiation stage, in contrast, is characterised by the feeling that ‘I exist in my own right, and I must show my mother that I am in control’.  The urge to be oneself and demonstrate independence appears. 

When I talked about bras with the girls, although it was a taboo subject, their answers were always interesting, particularly when they referred to their concept of adolescence.

Group discussion with the Ho (F) group:
R: Is there any kind of clothing for which you think a brand is very important?
(I F 1): Underwear.  [For] what’s worn outside, I just take a casual look, then it’ll be fine.  For my underwear, they are very good.
R: When you girls shopped for your first bra, did you buy it yourself, or did your mom buy it?
(I F 2): The first one should be bought by my mom . . . she could bring it back; if it’s not right, then she could return it.
R: Who initiated the purchase?
(I F 3): My parents were not with me.  My aunt told me that it was about time to wear one, and then she bought it.
R: How did you feel?
(I F 3): Wow, why give me that!
(I F 4): In the beginning, when I shopped for them myself, I didn’t look for any brand.  I didn’t know much back then, just picked up anything from street vendors or any [discount shop], so [this is] not my impression of it today.
(I F 2): I think it’s [a bra] very expensive . . . in terms of the size.  Normal clothes might cost me only one to two hundred, and the price of underwear is also similar. . . .   For normal underwear, it might cost you one to two hundred, right?  If they give you a discount, you can get two with 50 RMB, one hundred to two hundred for one piece is approximately right . . . so it’s like when it’s below 50, it’s not that good, between 50 and 150 is normal, [and] above 150, then it’s expensive.

(Luk F): (The first time you wore a bra, how did you feel?)  A mix of embarrassment and excitement.

(Lui F): The first time my mom bought one for me, I didn’t wear it.  I felt very uneasy.  (Weren’t you curious?)  It looked like I didn’t see enough, because it was around junior high [when] my mom bought me [one].  I felt so strange.  (Did she ask you?)  No . . . then I felt so embarrassed, I didn’t wear it; later, [when other] people in the class [started to] wear [one], then I started to wear it.
The influence of others is significant, whether it is from the mother, the aunt or even, as in Lui’s (F) case, classmates.  It wasn’t until they began wearing bras that she realised the necessity of one.  This social constitution of adolescence in relation to bra consumption is, however, in line with the strong social orientation of the Chinese (Hsu, 1972; Nisbett et al., 2001; Triandis, 1995)  A more extreme revelation was made by Tong.  During a visit to her house, she told me that her mother had made her first bras for her.  My first impression was that this was for financial reasons, but I did not go into the details with her, as it is a taboo topic and the site (I was alone with her in her house) was not suitable for a conversation of that kind.  However, I was told by another informant that it was not uncommon in China for women to make their own bras, as it was difficult to buy the right shape.  Recalling her own experience, this informant said she had been quite embarrassed about her change in body shape and that in the market back then it had not been easy to buy a bra that would subdue that shape.  The bras available were for a more mature market and were all padded.  Interestingly though, an American student once told me that it is a different story in the US.  Teenagers there like padded bras; girls want to show off signs of adolescence even if they haven’t yet reached it. 

5.3.3.4  They Will Wear a Couple’s Outfit

Strolling down the street in Shanghai, one can often see shops selling couples’ outfits (see Figure 5.3.3.4.c).  Once in a while, one sees couples wearing the same outfits and walking holding hands.  This is in line with the attitudes of the Chinese towards relationships.  They are more committed.  They believe in everlasting love and all of the fantasy attached to romance.  Wearing the same outfit can cement their relationship (Elliott and Wattanasuwan, 1998).  In fact, on eBay China, there is a special category devoted to the ‘lover’s outfit’ (see Figures 5.3.3.4.a and 5.3.3.4.b). 


(Figure 5.3.3.4.a Couple’s outfit selling on eBay China)

 
(Figure 5.3.3.4.b Couple’s outfit with a strong political orientation on eBay China)


(Figure 5.3.3.4.c  Store selling couple’s outfits in a local shopping mall)

Pei (F) even made clothes herself to show her commitment and even thought of the very small details.

(Pei F): I definitely will wear . . . also . . . if I have to wear a couple’s outfit, I think I will make the clothes myself.  I have a sewing machine in my house, [and] I am imagining the kind of life I will lead.  I am thinking I will buy a few metres of fabric, [and] then I will go home and make the clothes myself.  Also, I feel like, by the time I have my own family, I sure will have the three of us wearing the clothes I design.  When others watch us, they will think the clothes of the three of us are in a collection . . . it’s not like they look exactly the same.  I don’t think it’s too good to look exactly the same.  [You] just want to let people think, when you get into the details, every bit is different.  On the whole, these few pieces are in a collection . . . if they are identical, still OK with me.  Yet, [the] best is they are different on their own, yet when put together they are [a collection].

In Chu’s (M) group discussion, it is revealed that they think such outfits are a reflection of the relationship and its achievement, happiness.

(I M1): If I have a girlfriend, I definitely will wear it . . . right, I definitely will wear it, I think.  I think, if I have a girlfriend, if, I mean if [I have a girlfriend], I definitely will wear it . . . I feel, because I feel these clothes are . . . she’s my girlfriend, right?  Then, wearing these clothes is . . . she wears one [outfit], I wear the other, [and] then we stand together; that’s the proof of our relationship, right?
(I F1): Not the same clothes.  Some of them are very cool, very well matched.  I saw one . . . the left side is half of the heart, while the right side is the other half.  On the left, it’s I LO, while the boy is wearing VE U.  The two walk together, holding hands.  I think it’s cool . . . I think if they love each other so much, they wouldn’t be bothered . . . right?  If you love her so much, you should let the whole world knows she’s your girlfriend, right?  I love her . . . it’s a big accomplishment . . . not accomplishment . . . it’s a kind of happiness.

In Qi’s (M) group discussion, though, there is an objection.  However, it is a pragmatic consideration – whether buying a couple’s outfit in winter might be too expensive.

(I M1): I am thinking of it now . . . 
(I M2): It’s now winter; it’s more expensive [laughs].
(I M1): Because, I think there must be one. . . .  If I find a chance, we [can] go out together and see some couple’s outfits [that] are good.  If we feel good, I will buy [one].
R: Where do you buy them?
(I M1): . . . in People’s Square . . . they have a printing service.  They have the print put on the clothes.  You choose your print . . . the clothes are wholesale from Canton, Hong Kong, targeted for couples, men, women; the styles are the same. . . .
(I M3): If I buy any couple’s outfit, I only buy those more sporty couple’s outfits.  The very usual kind of T-shirts, I won’t buy them. . . .  I don’t think it’s necessary to look exactly the same.  I think it looks too funny.
(I M4): I also think that a couple’s outfit is too funny.  You are trying to prove that you two are enough.  That is meaningless . . . anyway, I won’t wear it.

The symbolic meaning of consumption is well attested to and contained in the postmodern framework (Baudrillard, 1975; Elliott, 1999; Featherstone, 1991b)  Different kinds of images, meanings, experiences and emotion have been discussed, and yet, the most fundamental kind of human emotion, ‘romantic love’, seems to be missing.  This is probably another aspect of the postmodern ethos, in which hyperreal emotions have overtaken real ones (Baudrillard, 1998).





Chapter 5.4: Their Brands





5.4.1.1 They Can Tell You a Lot about their Mobile Phones, but Not about their Clothes

During classes, it was quite obvious that many students used their mobile phones to transmit text messages, and, later on, I discovered that the mobile is a much talked about topic.  During visits to the dormitories, students were often seen whispering into their phones in an attempt to create some kind of privacy in a room with four bunk beds, eight people and not much designated private territory.


(Figure 5.4.1.1.a  Bunk bed on one side of an eight- person room.  The line of tables in the centre is considered the common area)

When it comes to mobile phones, the informants talk easily about their favourite brands: Siemens, Nokia and Ericsson are very popular. 

(Luk F): My mobile is a Siemens (see Figure 5.4.2).  I did change it for another one, but it’s still Siemens . . . I did shop around, [but] still I like the old Siemens model more.  (Of brands in general, you still like Siemens?)  Right!  I changed my mobile [to be able to send] out short messages, but this mobile cannot receive messages of 8250.  Anyway, anyway, I just can’t read any text messages from Nokia.  My best friend in high school is using 8250, so is the one in college using 8250, the current one [boyfriend] is also 8250 . . . really disgusting, he said he liked Nokia.  We were having a discussion over the Net.  For quite a while, we talked about mobiles.  While we were talking about them, he said something good about Nokia, and then I said something good about Siemens.  Then I said, “You are not using a Nokia?”  He replied, “Yes!”  Oh, my God!  People use Nokia; I just want a Siemens.  (Any chance that you’ll change this Siemens?)  Not very likely [uncertain].  He likes Nokia very much; his mobile broke, [and] he went back for repairs and the people treated him really well.


(Figure 5.4.1.1.b  They are familiar with the brands of mobile phones)

Meyrowitz (1985) has daringly posited that the new electronic media create new social dimensions and that we are no longer shaped by where we are and whom we are with.  In a physically and socially closely knit society, the informants used mobile phones to create a space of their own.  This was not only to keep a distance from the people around them.  For example, Tong (F) used her mobile phone to talk to her boyfriend discreetly when she was at her parents’ house.  When the informants asked their parents for money or permission to buy a mobile phone, their normal excuse was that they needed a mobile to gou tong (connect) with their friends.  Gou tong, like guanxi, is regularly and properly considered to be fundamental in the construction of the personal relationship (Gao et al., 1996).  The use of mobile phones plays a key role in this context.  Branded clothing is considered to be too luxurious.  The desire to look good would not be enough to convince parents to buy expensive clothing in a culture that discourages personal enjoyment (Tse, 1996).  Furthermore, Chang (2003) asserted that because of the absence of fashion in China, there is a long history of people selling their clothes for cash.  Chen (1977) noted that during the Cultural Revolution people had only a few items of clothing in their wardrobes.  The informants may have been influenced by this cultural legacy.

5.4.1.2  Boys Love Philips

If the bra is important for the identity of girls, then the shaver is a marker good for boys.  During a visit to Yung’s (M) house, he told me that he really wanted a Philips shaver.  He later revealed that this was because of an ad he had seen when he was young.  This led me to the finding that many of the informants had a marked experience with a shaver and that Philips is a well-accepted brand, as are Braun and Gillette. 

When I met Yung (M) later, he had already bought a Philips.

(Yung M): (You told me that when you had enough money, you’d buy a Philips [shaver].)  I did buy it . . . it’s because the first time I saw a shaver commercial, [it was] Philips . . . later on it was Gillette.  Perhaps [because it was] the first time, that’s why . . . I forget [my] age, must have been senior high school . . . must have been senior high school. 

Chu (M) had a story of his struggle for identity, his struggle with his shaver.

(Chu M, after work): (Do you have a shaver?)  I bought it quite a while [ago] . . . my father bought [it] . . . it’s a National electrical one; one can wash it under water.  I thought the hand shaver was such a pain.  The first time I shaved, I did have a problem with the blade.  The first time, it was a Gillette.  The commercial was great, looked sleek.  (Did you use shaving cream?)  No, do I have to use it?  Is it so [puzzled] . . . once I visited my younger brother [cousin] . . . really cool, he’s using a Braun, so I also wanted a Braun. . . .  Right, it’s from Germany.  I quite trust the technology of Germany, [but] it’s around 200 something, and [that’s] far too expensive for me.  (You or your father bought it?)  We went together, each on our own bicycle . . . my father used to use a manual one, [but] because I used an electric one, he thought it’s better.  (It’s a Panasonic?)  Panasonic commercials have been running for a while.  It really is more comfortable . . . it’s from the commercials.  In my mind, I always have the images of the commercials.  It’s not a very deep one, for all the while I’ve been thinking of Braun, never thought of Panasonic.  Yet I just don’t know the reasons why Braun’s price is so high.  [Back to the question of the shaver,] it’s a Gillette.  The blade is movable; it is something I picked.  He [his father] is using Flying Eagle.  The Gillette ad gave us an impression of masculinity.  In the ad, [shaving] feels like [it is] very comfortable, to shave feels like enjoyment . . . the pain, however, was excruciating.  It was very tight, like cracked.  I also have the feeling that shaving should be [enjoyable]. 

(Yim M): (Have you ever bought a shaver?)  Oh yes. (What was the brand?)  It’s that Gillette.  (Why didn’t you buy an electric one?)  Electric one?  I don’t know, I just felt like [this] shaver [the Gillette] is better.  (When did you start to use it?)  When?  [Hesitates.]  Seems like during high school . . . very late . . . the third year of high school . . . well, could have been during year one of university.  It was about forty to fifty dollars.  (Why so expensive?)  My father’s beard is so heavy . . . in no time, he has to change the local blade . . . like the Flying Eagle [a local shaver brand].  Do you know the blade, the blade of the Flying Eagle?  Probably, because of the quality of the stain or what[ever], or it’s deliberate . . . the blade after only one or two times, you cannot use it anymore . . . the first shaver I had is a Gillette.  (Why didn’t you buy an electric one?)  I feel like the electric one doesn’t feel like shaving.  (Do you use foam?)  Oh, yes.  (Don’t you feel that it’s very inconvenient to shave in the toilet​[7]​?  Any mirrors in there?)  There’re no mirrors; I just bring with me my little blade [the Gillette shaver].  (It seems very inconvenient why don’t you use an electric one?)  I don’t know.  Anyway, I have never thought of it.  (If you had to buy an electric one, would you consider Philips?)  It would be Philips or the other one, Braun, from Germany.  (Why?  Do you have a relationship with Germany?) It might be possible.

This inexperience with shavers could just be the inexperience of adolescence.  However inconvenient and painful it is, a shaver could well enhance one’s image (Elliott and Wattanasuwan, 1998).  It’s better if it’s from Germany, though.

5.4.1.3  International Brands May be Unheard Of 

The informants had very low literacy, and very little interest, in clothing brands.  It was very rare that I would see them wear any truly international brands.  Although, I did come across Lee, Levi’s, Lacoste, and even LV, they said these were counterfeit, because the price was so cheap.  During my house visits, Limited was the only international brand I found in their wardrobes, yet Cheung Nam (F), whose wardrobe it was in, had not heard of about it.


(Figure 5.4.1.3.a Limited, the only branded item in Cheung Nam’s (F) wardrobe, but she’d never heard of it)

The informants revealed their low brand literacy during a group discussion.

(I M1): [Talking about a Prada bag his classmate was carrying,] I think 1,000 RMB is all because of the brand.  The cost is actually very low.  It’s what we call the brand influence.  I only wear what usual people wear, because I think what’s important is [that] I have something to put on.  I don’t want [something] too expensive.

(I M2): It’s good if it’s sent out as a present.  I dare not wear it myself.  When treated as a gift, the price tag would be shown.

In terms of fashion brand literacy, in general, they did not have ‘visual eloquence’ (Ewens, 1984).  However, this indicates that brand literacy has not been institutionalised (Holt, 2000) to any significant degree.  The significant role that brands can play, though, can be seen in the above informant’s comment that gifts should be branded items.  In fact, many of them told me that they would go to a famous department store if they wanted to buy a gift, simply for the logo on the shopping bag. 

5.4.1.4  I Don't Know the Brand, but the Design is Good

There are many arguments about the importance of brand meanings (Biel, 1993; Davies and Chun, 2003; Elliott and Davies, 2005), but if the meaning is stripped away from a brand, then the product is presented in its pristine form; its consumers literally become ‘craft consumers’ (Campbell, 2005). 

R: What about you?

(I M 4): For me, I don’t know which is which.  For example, this bag . . . because the design is good, it looks good, and that’s good enough. 

R: Would it have any influence on you if it was a fake?

(I M 4): I think only if the quality is good.  The truth is I don’t know that many brands.  If the quality is good . . . the only [important] thing is I feel comfortable with it.


(Figure 5.4.1.4.a   A closer look at a fake Versace shirt.  The wearer bought it just because he liked the design)


(Figure 5.4.1.4.b Qi (M) with his fake Versace, which he is quite proud of)
5.4.1.5  He Likes Chanel

When discussing brands, the informants would mention some common brands popular in Shanghai, although not with a keen interest.  However, it was interesting to learn that a high percentage of their favourite fashion brands were quite detached from them.  They were brands with which they had no experience.

(Chek F): Since college, I’ve been more conscious about brands . . . started checking out the goods of different brands.  Let me see, should be Etam.  l learnt [about] it from my classmates.  Then, I started walking around [and] slowly I [learned] more about it.

(I M): [Discussing the Shanghainese slang for ‘cool’.]  Cool, it’s when you look at it, you feel very comfortable.  You don’t hate her, [you] feel like [she’s] very easy to get along with.  (So, what kind of brand would you like your girlfriend to wear?)  Chanel [laughter in the group], Chanel; I think this brand has some inner attributes.  (In surprise, I asked him where he’d learned of this brand.)  Books, magazines and in the shopping mall.  (Do they sell Chanel in the mall?)  Her perfume; doesn’t seem like the clothes . . . yet, on television in the fashion show. . . .
(Researcher’s notes of a group discussion)

(Dan M): (We discussed his favourite brand.)  A group of our classmates was researching Polo.  I thought it’s not bad . . . this brand is very good, very high class and really gentleman-like.  For something casual, I think Giordano and Baleno are good enough.  For something formal, Polo is a good one.  (If one day, you are very, very rich, what kind of brand will you go for?)  I don’t think now I have a good understanding of the brands around.  When one day I do have the money, then I will go around.

(Yung M): (Why do you think that Esprit is a good brand?)  [No reason] in particular; [I] just feel it.  I have never shopped in Esprit, never before, but I always hang in their shops.  It’s quite avant-garde.  The price is a bit high.  If I have money, I can assure you that I will shop there.  Now I just don’t have the money to shop there; anyway I love Esprit.

(PingF): (Prada?)  Bags . . . in the movies, from Hong Kong, Taiwan.  I always say if I had money, I would buy lots and lots of Prada.





5.4.2.1  Brands in the Living Room are Famous, whilst Brands in the Bedrooms are Local





(Figure.5.4.2.1.a  A local brand in a living room)


(Figure 5.4.2.1.b A Mitsubishi in a living room, although this style is typically Chinese)

Apart from an air conditioner, the television may be the most important appliance in the living room.  Sony is a popular television brand and comes with a cover.  I was told that the television is an important device for entertaining guests.  Therefore, Chinese families always have branded televisions.  In the market, there are different styles of television covers available, but Tao’s father made their cover himself. 

 
(Figure 5.4.2.1.c. In Tao’s (M) house, the television and VCR covers were made by his father) 

(Figure 5.4.2.1.d  In Tong’s (F) house, the TV cover was bought from a store)

Williamson (1985) wrote that ‘buying and owning . . . offer a sense of control . . . ownership is at present the only form of control legitimized in our control’ (p. 230).  In China, however, ownership may be in the hopes of gratifying others and maintaining better control of one’s own ‘face’.

5.4.2.2  They Want Sony, but They Bought Aiwa  

It was generally agreed amongst the informants that Sony was the brand they liked most.  Lily told me that this was because of a Sony commercial aired many, many years ago: ‘It’s a SONY.’  I later found out that this was true to a great extent, and that many of the informants could remember it.  The first Sony they had, however, was related to English, as in the case of Wang (M), who was popular because of his Sony Walkman.

(Wang M): [The first Sony I had] was a Walkman, [in] about junior high school, [and it cost] around 500 RMB.  It was because I had to learn English.  [To learn] English, [you have] to practise listening.  I had a personal tutor to teach me English, a friend of my Mom, a very good friend.  He told me that to practise listening to English, I had to buy a Walkman.  Then, I bought a Walkman . . . all through high school, I’ve been using it.  I am the kind of person [who wants] a better one.  Many of my classmates did use [Walkmans], but not a SONY . . . probably an AIWA or [an]other brand.  It was like . . . because mine had a recording function . . . if they [friends] used it, they’d use the recording key.  Normally, this was during the class.  You said something, then recorded it.  We then played it back . . . they all had one.  They all had their own Walkmans, [but] most of the time they were using mine [with a sense of pride]. 

Wang (M) was one of the lucky ones.  Although it was generally agreed that the Walkmans were bought because of English, only the lucky ones got Sony.  Many of them had bought an AIWA, which was considered to be second best.  The informants were also astute and honest enough to say that English was usually only a pretence to convince their parents to buy them a Walkman.

(Chu M): When I was in junior high school, I bought one once . . . it was an AIWA.  When I got to college, it was a Sony.  At first, it was because I had to rely on it to learn English; I could get better results with it.  [However], deep down it was a different story; it was for listening to pop music.  In the school, everyone, many people were listening to Walkmans.  No one would bother to talk with you.  [We] just thought like this – if it’s about education and it’s affordable, particularly it’s for English, you can get it.  Parents are always like this . . . if it’s for clothing, then they’ll say, what do you mean, that’s expensive.

(Tong F): I like Sony very much . . . my house has a Sony telephone with a recording device.  (What brand is your Walkman?)  It’s an Aiwa.  (Why?)  It was one summer holiday . . . it’s for English learning.  Actually, I use it for music . . . I don’t like the design [of the Walkman].  My mom chose it . . . a few hundred dollars, should be less than a thousand.  In the beginning, it was a Sony I liked; it was around 1200 RMB.  [I] almost got it.  When we got to the store, it was out of stock.  We were planning to go the day after, the next day.  My grandpa and my uncle were with us.  They knew I was going to buy a Walkman . . . then they said we didn’t have to buy an expensive one; the maintenance [would be] a problem, very expensive.  My mother then thought they were right.  She then bought one for me at around 600 RMB.  The first one [the Sony] was really slim [with a] quartz display with line control.  The one she bought was a very ordinary one.  I was so upset, [to] almost get it, [and] then [it was] gone. . . .  [I felt] so bad.  I argued with my mom for a very long time.  I told her that I didn’t want it; it looked too ugly.  My mother said it was . . . good enough; why did I have to be so picky.  





5.4.3.1  Counterfeits are All Around 

Everyday, after school there were vendors outside selling counterfeit software.  I not only saw students, but also teachers, queuing in anticipation of the latest software.  One day, I talked with a student after I saw him wearing a Mizuno Jacket.

R: Is that a school uniform?

(I M6): Yes, Mizuno.

(I M7): It’s fake, fake.  They gave us the sample; then our college produced it.  It’s produced by the factories of our college.

R: Is it right?

(I M6): No, they have conferred us the right to produce it; we can put on the label

(I M7): I have pants which look almost the same, yet the quality it very different . . . very different . . . when you touch them the material is not the same.  It’s the school, [it’s] very unlikely that the school would give you very good materials.  Also, when I bought them, they were cheap . . . I think like 110 dollars.

Later, when I talked with other teachers in the school, they told me that all over Shanghai, even in the elite universities, the PE uniforms are counterfeits.  In the university under study, they had had PUMA before.  Such a socially sanctioned practice will have an effect on a society that is characterised by the importance placed on the outside world (Hsu, 1972).

5.4.3.2.  They are happy with fake Brands

Some of the informants were relatively brand-conscious, yet, strangely enough, they were happy with counterfeits.  During a visit to Tsui’s (M) house, he proudly showed me his pair of counterfeit Levi’s, which had cost around 100 RMB (see Figure 5.4.3.2.a).  He still joined in the consumer culture for a new fashion identity without stealing (Featherstone, 1991b).


(Figure 5.4.3.2.a Tsui (M)’s favourite item of clothing was a pair of fake Levis)

Tong (F) also said she was quite happy with her counterfeit LV handbag.

I spotted that Tong (F) has a counterfeit LV handbag.  Later on in the teahouse, she was quite happy to tell me that it had been given to her by a friend because her old one had been stolen.  It was bought in Shen Yan Lu for around 30 RMB.  Tao didn’t know much about this brand, yet Tong was somewhat proud to tell the story, particularly because it was LV.  She said that she liked it very much, and that’s why she bought it.  (Researcher’s notes)

5.4.2.3  Counterfeits are More Comfortable

Chu (M) said he was quite comfortable with counterfeits, as he is quite conscious of his identity as a student, and students shouldn’t buy luxurious things.

(Chu M): I don’t wear authentic brands.  My father gave me a fake Cartello jacket, a fake one [see Figure 5.4.3.3.b].  I would wear it during a normal day; for a formal occasion, I would put on the real one.  To me, I don’t care much about it.  When I put on the fake one, I don’t care if someone makes any comments on it.  (Brand consciousness in another sense.)


(Figure 5.4.3.3.a  The two jackets look the same.  The only difference that I can see is the tone of the colour.  The fake one on the left was deliberately bought for casual occasions)


(Figure 5.4.3.3.b A picture from Chu’s (M) album showing him wearing an authentic Cartello jacket)

Chu’s (M) consciousness of his own identity brought him to buy a fake jacket with a crocodile logo.  However, Cartello itself is considered to be a Lacoste copycat for the China market.  Chu’s (M) sense of comfort is more about his assumed role in the social context (Hu, 1949).

5.4.3.4  My Friends Know that They are Fake, but Others Don’t

Yung (M) deliberately told others that his jeans were fake, but when he walked down the street, no one knew it.  This satisfied his consciousness that someone was watching (Foucault, 1994), and he could decide what he wanted to project to others (Featherstone, 1991a).

(Yung M): (What about you jeans?)  They’re Bolton.  I have a pair of Lee, a counterfeit.  (Why do you buy counterfeit products?)  I can’t afford real ones.  (Did you tell the others?)  Yes, right after I bought them, but only those friends who knew me well.  When I go out, I won’t tell others.  When you go out in a pair of Lee [jeans], strangers down the street won’t even ask you, right.  For your friends . . . it’s better to reveal it yourself, than [for it to be] revealed by others.  Because I am only a student, I can’t afford this expensive brand.  My friends, they all know me very well.  They know it’s beyond my financial ability, [so] there’s no point in showing off in front of them . . . when [I] meet with them, when they comment on my Lee [jeans], I just tell them that [they are] counterfeit.  A bit [of] fooling around, then things are fine.  But in front of others . . . those people don’t know me.  I want them to [think] that [they are] real.  If not, why bother to buy a pair of Lee [jeans].  (The counterfeits cost 100 RMB.)

5.4.4  Brand Raising

5.4.4.1	Just Can’t Raise the Brand

Tong’s description of brands was somewhat metaphorical, but it was very inspiring when she talked about how to ‘raise’ a brand.  

(Tong F): The reason is even though I have the money to buy the real thing, this kind of thing is way beyond my identity, very much different from what I am doing now.  People around will think it must be a counterfeit.  (When she talked about CD, Tao (M) and I thought she meant compact disc.)  Anyway, this is what I mean . . . if I have other clothing brands, I won’t buy that kind of product; it would be [too] different from the other class.  For example, a pair of shoes for tens of thousands of dollar . . .  you have to carry a purse that goes along with it, the kind of clothes you have.  It’s not like one single item can change people’s opinion of you; it’s about your whole lifestyle.  It really depends on your concept of brand.  What’s the purpose of a brand?  If it’s for showing off, for display, even though it’s a bit more expensive, I can still afford it.  Yet, you are talking about a CD purse; it’s a luxury.  Definitely, I can’t “raise” it; I can buy it, yet I can’t “raise” it.

During one of my meetings with Chu (M), I discovered that he was wearing a Rolex.  Without any sense of embarrassment, he told me that it was a counterfeit.  His father, who is a civil servant, got his fake Rolex in a lucky draw in one of his unit’s annual gatherings.  Chu (M) showed me the watch with much ease.  (Researcher’s notes)


(Figure 5.4.4.1.a  Chu’s (M) fake Rolex)

The informants are adept with and confident about using the symbolic value of goods (Dittmar, 1992) and brands (Elliott and Wattanasuwan, 1998) for the construction of their identities.  In the main, their intention is to form a stable and secure connection with the society (Wallendorf and Arnould, 1988).  Instead of being the active creators of their individual identities through the use of the symbolic meanings of goods and brands (Elliott and Wattanasuwan, 1998; Fournier, 1998; Sherry, 1987), the informants are taking a passive position in the ‘brandscape’ (Sherry, 1987).  They are ‘fitting in’, as described by Markus and Kitayama (1991) in connection with Asian cultures.  Metaphorically, ‘to raise’ a brand has more subtlety than ‘to construct’ the images of the identities of oneself or a brand. 

5.4.4.2  They Have Good Brands, but They Don’t Use Them

During a house visit, I noticed that in Yee Chek’s (F) room there were a few bottles of perfume unpacked.  They were brands, Christian Dior and Dolce & Gabbana.  I asked Hui why she didn’t use them; was it because she didn’t like them?  On the contrary, she said she liked them very much.  However, she doesn’t use them because she’s only a student.  She told me that she will use them when she is old enough.  Furthermore, she told me that Nivea, Yu Shi and other moderately priced brands were her favourites (see Figure 5.4.4.2.c). 


(Figure 5.4.4.2.a  According to Chu (M), these branded shirts are too good for him; he’ll wear them when he gets another identity)


(Figure 5.4.4.2.b Although Yee Chek (F) loves them, she won’t use them until the day she has achieved another identity)


(Figure 5.4.4.2.c  Yee Chek’s (F) favourite brands)

5.4.4.3  They Can Manage to Have Substitutes

Tsui (M) cannot afford real brands, and so he goes for substitutes.  When we talked about his smoking habit, I was surprised that the cliché guanxi cut in.

(Figure 5.4.4.3.a A taste of Mild Seven)


(Figure 5.4.4.3.b Tsui (M) smokes in a sidewalk café)

The first time Tsui  (M) smoked was in high school.  Later on, it was discovered by his father.  At first, he had a little protest from his father, and then later, he just said, “I have to socialise with my peers and friends.”  Then his parents just went silent.  This brand was chosen simply because it tastes like Mild Seven and is much, much cheaper (4 RMB).  (Researcher’s notes on Tsui)


More Discussion – Shopping, Their Look, Their Brands

There are complications, contradictions and inconsistencies in these findings.  For example, you can find expensive items in homes with meagre household incomes.  Even though the informants have good brands that they like, they will not use them.  They would rather go for something much less expensive.  There are differences between how they look and their wardrobes.  When all of the data are put together for a holistic look, however, there is strong consistency, that is, when the same type of inconsistency is repeated in different contexts, a different kind of consistency appears.


















This interpretive study unveils the way in which the first generation of China’s one-child policy performs on the stage of postmodernity.  Throughout the study, efforts have been made to integrate (Elliott, 1999) ‘phenomenology, social representations and discourse analysis’. Whereas phenomenology refers to the contextualised experience, social representations relate to the constructed world of both reality and illusion, and discourse analysis examines naturally occurring speech and its social, rather than linguistic, organisation.  In reading, collecting and interpreting the data, particular attention has been paid to the absence of certain factors, to the gap between consciousness and language and to irrationalities, contradictions, illusions and reality. This approach was found to be particularly helpful for a group of participants that can be characterised as emotionally layered (Yang, 2000), situation-centred (Hsu, 1972) and holistic (Nisbett, 2003) in the context of their emotions and opinions, which are heavily influenced by social norms (Yang, 1997).  There are numerous examples in this study, such as subjects having a household income of 3,000 yuan per month, but spending hundreds on a mobile phone; being able to afford a Sony, but instead going for an Aiwa, the second-best option; wearing formal attire in the classroom; and riding a bicycle wearing leather shoes.  All of this fits well with the paradoxical nature of postmodernity, and, even more paradoxically, meanings are situated in the matrix of the socio-cultural textuality of the context.  Fei’s (1939) ethnographic study of China is unprecedented and it still very influential in understanding the Chinese.  Now, half a century later, this old method (ethnography) is employed again in this study to gain an understanding of a new and unprecedented generation in China in the wake of a new culture, whether we term it postmodernism or just a consumption revolution (Davies, 2000).

In the Postmodern(eas)t Mall

In postmodernity, society is ‘in a rush’(Giddens, 1987) and characterised by disorders, chaos, ambiguity, [and] incongruity’ (Brown, 1995, p. 22) because of the ‘quantum leap into a new world of ideas, values and ethics’(Detweiler and Taylor, 2004, p. 24).  Won (2004/2005), however, contended that the context of the one child policy is ‘a confusing hybrid of the past and present, socialism and capitalism, traditions and modernity, a chaos of current transformation, [and] a coexistence of the first world together at the same time’ (p. 729).  The conditions the singletons are facing also seem to be very postmodern in nature; they are in a ‘rush’ (Giddens, 1987).

Firat and Venkatesh (1995), in their seminal study, group the most important conditions of postmodernity into five categories: hyperreality, fragmentation, the reversal of consumption and production, the decentring of the subject and paradoxical juxtapositions (p. 29).  On the surface, there are many examples in this study that fit in most, if not all, of these five categories.  For example, the confusion of brands (e.g., Valentino copycats, different brands with crocodile logos); the so-called Hong Kong-style ‘lover’s outfit’ that does not exist in Hong Kong; the belief that learning English will provide a greater chance of going abroad, which will ensure a better life; wearing a branded T-shirt without knowing that it is an esteemed brand; a strong attachment to the family along with a desire to leave; and more excitement in a supermarket than in a clothes shop.  A boy will tell you that his favourite fashion brand is Chanel, but, given the choice, he would rather wear a counterfeit brand.  Not knowing how to knot a tie, they think of the little red handkerchief and go to the Internet for advice.  They are young, yet their wardrobes look old.  There is evidence that they are intimidated by this new postmodern institution – marketing (Firat et al., 1995).  They feel the physical and psychological pressure imposed by the door of a high-end shopping mall, the fear of ‘raising’ a brand, the embarrassment of putting on the wrong brand because it is too good and the omnipotence of the consumption culture.  Like their Western counterparts, as consumers, these singletons are consuming the symbolic meanings of products, as portrayed by their images (Elliott, 1999).  Products have become commodity signs (Baudrillard, 1981).  In this postmodern vertigo, the singletons may be confused at times by the overflow of commodities/symbols in the market.  In taking up brands and choosing what to wear, they ‘do not passively accept marketing communications but may actively negotiate the meaning subjectively’ (Elliott, 1999, p. 113). The postmodern conditions of the market are in evidence, but with an Eastern twist.

Brand Raising –  A New kind of literacy

Tong (F)  gave me the most revealing response in the study, when she talked about ‘raising a brand’. It is not that she does not like luxurious brands or that she cannot afford them, she said.  It is because she cannot ‘raise’ them.  In Muniz and O’Guinn’s (2001) study, a brand community is marked by a sense of moral responsibility amongst the users of the brand: ‘moral responsibility is a sense of duty to the community as a whole’ (p.412).  Tong’s (F) concern is this imagined responsibility, the pressure imposed by a brand that is incongruent with her own extant identity.  To raise a brand, in this context, is about the cultivation of her own identity.  Analogous situations are when Tsui (M) cannot afford a more expensive branded cigarette, Mild Seven, and thus goes for a local substitute and Chu’s (M) two Lacoste Jackets, one for formal occasions and the other for casual wear. 

In that connection, the Little Emperors in the Postmodern(eas)t Mall China, could be metaphorically coined as the Brand Raisers, as the pressure or imagined responsibility imposed by the brand is the result of different kinds of market logics or socio-cultural logic negotiation.  They were characterized by:

1).  Salient socio-cultural logic in symbolic consumption
2).  An Outside-In Dialectic
3).  A Layered (Not Fragemented) Self with a Strong Institutional Influence.
4).  Disciplined Liberation.

1). Salient socio-cultural logic in symbolic consumption

In the conventional sense, the singletons are not very literate in their consumption practices, if consumption literacy is judged by how well consumers know brands or how much they know about fashion trends.  In this study, the informants feel more comfortable with counterfeits; international brands are unheard of; boys don’t know how to put on a tie; girls wear short stockings; and there is a feeling of uneasiness at ‘posh coffee shops’, that is, Starbucks.  However, Bengtsson and Firat (2006) considered that brand literacy is ‘the ability of the consumer to make sense of and compose . . . the signs of a brand culture, and to understand the meaning systems that are at play’ (p. 375).  By extension, Campbell (2005) argued that a craft consumer is someone who transforms ‘commodities into personalised – or one might say humanised – objects.  And it is because such consumption is usually characterized by a marked element of skill and mastery, while also allowing for creativity and self-expression, that it is justified in being described as “craft consumption”’ (p. 28).  In this sense, the singletons in this study are quite literate or craft-orientated in their consumption activities.  They know which brands they should use, in which areas they should do their shopping and how they should look.  The symbolic meaning of their consumption activities goes ‘beyond the immediate surface meanings of the words and symbols’ (Bengtsson and Firat, 2006, p. 377). Further, if the literacy level of consumption is determined by the degree of satisfaction (Schor, 2000; Schwartz, 2004), then the singletons in this study are better consumers than their Western counterparts. Literacy, however, is not located in the brands or consumption activities themselves, but is holistic (Nisbett and Peng et al., 2001), ‘involving an orientation to the context or field as a whole, including attention to relationships . . . a preference for explaining and predicting events on the basis of such relationships’ (p. 293).

A high level of consumption literacy, according to Bengtsson and Firat (2006), is the ‘ability to fully participate in the culture of brands.  Consumers do not just follow the cultural meanings, but are able to reformulate and play with them’ (p. 378).  Literacy, as posited by Wallendorf and Arnould (1988), however, is the ability to read ‘increasingly complex and abstract material with few contextualizing pictures, directing working memory away from identifying words and toward comprehending text meaning’ (p. 506).  The singletons in this study may not know the brand, and they may not know the trend, but they have an agenda for how they should behave (consume) in the whole social text.  One does not have to know the whole history of a brand (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001, p. 432) to be brand literate.  In fact, knowing the brand name itself, however vaguely, could be considered a form of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1989; Holt, 2000).  Literacy here, however, is closely related to the ‘network [of] social relations (guanxi) in which people are embedded’ (Hwang, 1987, p. 944).  The literacy amongst the singletons is anchored more in the culture of the people than it is in the culture of the brand.  To dress in the right way is more about being able to meet the expectations of others than it is about fashion trends, more about mixing and matching different socio-cultural values than about individual fashion items. 

2). An Outside-In Dialectic  

Central to postmodern theory is the proposition that consumers consume the symbolic meanings of products in their construction of identity (Featherstone, 1991a; Baudrillard, 1998; Elliott, 1999).  In this connection, Elliott and Wattanasuwan (1998) put forward a dialectic consumption in which the ‘consumer’s self-identity often involves the consumption of products, services and media, and there is always a tension between the meanings we construct for ourselves and those we are exposed to socially’ (p. 132). 

The consciousness of who they are is also very significant in the informants’ consumption behaviour, but it is characterised by who they are within a social network (Pellow, 1996), a vast web of interconnections (Nisbett, 2003), or guanxi (Hwang, 1987).  Dialectic thinking is involved, but the tension is replaced by reconciling, transcending or even accepting apparent contradictions (Nisbett and Peng et al., 2001; Nisbett, 2003).  For example, the idea that good students should not care about fashion in high school suggests that they have no intention of imitating the look of their pop idols, as their identities are too detached from them.  They already have a socially prescribed agenda for how they should behave.  They still greatly enjoy the entertainment proffered by their pop idols and consider high-end shopping malls, such as Maison de Moda, to be part of ‘their’ (people of another class) way of life.  They are happy as outsiders, as an audience.  However, they are happy shoppers in their own shopping areas.

The concepts of ‘we’, ‘they’ and ‘I’ are elusive, and this was particularly obvious during the interviews, in which an outside-in dialectic was evident.  They would think of ‘we’ and ‘they’ first and then try to situate ‘I’, their own identities, in the whole context, however abstract, whether this was how they imagined it to be or how they had actually lived it: ‘they would adjust [themselves] to various interpersonal contingencies’ (Markus and Kitayama, 1991, p. 10).  For example, even though Hui (F) likes branded perfume very much, she won’t use them until the day she’s ‘good enough’.  She will only use them later when she’s older (the implication is that this is when her identity will fit the brands).  Without any sense of embarrassment, Chu (M) told the interviewer that his fake Rolex was fine because he was only a student.  Others like SONY walkmans the most, but they will only buy AIWA, which they consider second-best.  Otherwise, they might lose control in their social milieu.  They need to conform because they feel uncomfortable standing out from the rest of their social group; there is an internalised sense of ‘integrity’ (Hwang, 1987).  

3). A Layered (Not Fragmented) Self with a Strong Institutional Influence

Couples’ outfits in a conservative culture, a meagre household income versus expensive appliances in the house, leather shoes and formal dress on casual days, wardrobes that look too old for them, the confusion of putting on a tie, the preference for counterfeits: this disorder, incongruity and chaos (Brown, 1995) could be casually interpreted as part of the postmodern ethos.  In postmodernity, the individual is threatened by a number of ‘dilemmas of the self’ (Giddens, 1991).  With fragmented selves and a sense of powerlessness and uncertainty, consumers generate meanings and values in the new institution – consumption (Firat and Dholakia et al., 1995; Elliott, 1999; Aldridge, 2003).  On the bright side, this can be liberating and emancipating (Firat, Dholakia et al. 1995), as, through consumption, people can create ‘any variety of possible selves’ (Markus and Nurius, 1986).  With all of the images and symbols in the market, we can be anyone we want to be (Featherstone, 1991a).  However, in this vertigo, we are even more fragmented and saturated with different identities (Gergen, 1990; Giddens, 1991).

This seeming fragmentation, however, is different from its Western counterpart. Each fragmented manifestation might be unrelated with each other. Firat and Venkatesh (1995) contended that “ Fragmentation means literally, the breaking up into parts and erasing of the whole, single reality into multiple realities, all claiming legitimacy, and all decoupling any link to the presumed whole.” (p. 253)  The contradictions, disorder and chaos experienced by the singletons could be interpreted in light of their emotionally layered self (Liu and Elliott, 2002), in which, a sense of holism is salient  Linked through the layers, strong traditional values are at play.  Each layer conceptually relates to different context or situation, they  relate themselves closely to the outside world (Hsu, 1972) in which an assumed and real emotion migh at play.   The former refers to as a prescribed and obligatory emotion toward another person with whom one bears a particular dyadic relation.  The latter refers to a genuine feeling toward a person. In a different layer/context/situation, for greater harmony and holism, the assumed emotion could be more salient than the real emotion.  Fei (1989)  posited that, while manipulating these layers of emotion, an individual has a gradated nature in which traditional institutional values are at play.  Fei (1989) further suggested that the pattern of an individual’s relationship resembles the set of concentric ripples formed when a stone is thrown into water:  the farther away from the center, the thinner the ripples.  While the center is the family, Joy (2001) in her study on the Chinese consumer, family was even described as the “sacred sphere.”(p. 251)  In this context of emotionally layering, the self then becomes even more malleable (Lee and Aaker, 2000) and is influenced by the ‘situational, contextual and even societal factors’ at that particular layer of performance. Hsu (1972) asserted that, emotionally, Chinese relate themselves closely to the outside world, and because emotionally they are shared, they are mild. They might perform very differently from one context to the other, these “varied performance” is casted by their ascribed/assumed/assigned/imagined behaviour in that context, which has a strong socio-cultural bearing.  

The real reason that the informants wanted to buy walkmans was for entertainment, but the excuse they gave their parents was that they were required for educational purposes – to learn English.  It is a Chinese tradition to move up the social ladder through education (Chan and McNeal, 2004).  Education is highly regarded, which explains the relatively expensive walkmans they have.  An expensive mobile phone is also necessary to maintain a good social network – guanxi.  They have expensive televisions in their living rooms because of their social significance.  The reason they look so old-fashioned is that their parents were involved in their clothes purchases.  Their mothers did not make their bras for financial reasons, but because they were unprepared for rapid identity changes.  Consumption here is not about filling a vacuum (Cushman, 1990) in our fragmented selves; it is more apt to describe it as a means of strengthening institutional values of maintaining a link to tradition. 

Fournier (1998) contended that ‘consumers do not choose brands, they choose lives’ (p. 367).  Milardo (1992) estimated that Americans foster more than 100 informal personal relationships, but only 20 or so of them with significant intimacy and routine contact.  Fournier (1998) argued that these person-to-person relationships can be found between consumers and their brands.  By extension, there are even communities built around brands, as posited by Muniz and O’Guinn (2001), who claimed that ‘brand communities generally seem more democratic and inclusive than many traditional face-to-face communities’ (p. 421).  In this study, these kinds of personal relationships with brands, or the brand communities surrounding them, were not as obvious.  The informants wear counterfeits and even proudly show off their congruence with their assumed identities; certain brands of mobile phone are very popular because they help maintain good guanxi; and clothing brands such as Polo, Chanel and Esprit are talked about even though the informants had never shopped for these labels.  The explanation for this is that, amongst them, there is no sign of any weakening in personal relationships or any loosening of the sense of community (Fournier, 1998; Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001).  Even though they are singletons, their sense of themselves and their connection with others is very strong.  These relationships may be ‘pseudo’, that is, ‘brothers and sisters’ may in reality be cousins or just good friends (Croll, 1977; Lau, 1982).  Also, despite their small living space, they know the importance of living in harmony with their neighbours (Pellow, 1996).  The conventional sense of community is still very strong, and, in the sense that there is an overlap of different communities, symbols are used to help enhance their socially ascribed roles in different contexts.  

4). Disciplined Liberation- Happy Consumers to be Watched –

The Chinese are disciplined from childhood (Solomon, 1971).  Social discipline is developed through childhood routines.  At the table, the child is required to learn ‘concern about scarcity and consequently develops anxiety about “taking in” without restraint’ (Solomon, 1971, p. 43).  Even through the need to go to the toilet, it ‘would seem to be that the child acquires neither a sense of privacy nor an exaggerated concern with [the] self-control of bodily function[s] by learning to “hold in” “through muscular discipline”’ (ibid., p. 46).

This sense of self-discipline or self-control has been internalised in the participants in this study.  For example, the word ‘education’ is always used to refer to spanking.  One boy has only two pairs of underwear in the dormitory – this is an act of discipline in that he had to ‘labour’ (wash one pair of underwear) everyday.  They have the idea that branded products are not for them and that they should not look too good in school.  This discipline has come out of an assumed identity that determines their behaviour (Goffman, 1973) in different contexts.  Referring to Baudrillard’s (1975) ‘zone of affection’, Fromm (as quoted in Cherrier and Murray [2004]) believed that ‘life [thus] becomes an all-consuming struggle to move from the “zone of disaffection” to the perceived non-alienated zone of affection’ (p. 519).  Cherrier and Murray (2004) contended that there are ‘restraints’ in each zone (p. 518) and that these restraints could be translated as sets of disciplines – in Thompson and Hirschsman’s (1995) words, the ‘self-disciplinary matrix’ (p. 149).  Fromm (1941) argued that people feel free as long as they can conform within the restraints of each ‘zone of affection’.  In this study, the singletons are very conscious of how they should behave and what they should consume in relation to their own identities (zones of affection).  Their self-imposed discipline is very evident, and it is clear that traditional institutional values are very significant in their dispositions. In the West, the omnipotence of consumption has constituted the restraints (disciplines) in these ‘zone of affections’, according to Cherrier and Murray (2004), who even claimed that the ‘consumer is determined, controlled and even alienated by marketing practices’ (p. 520).
It is interesting to note, however, that this ‘self-disciplinary matrix’ (Thompson and Hirschman, 1995, p. 149) does not mitigate the informants’ sense of satisfaction as consumers.  Although they may be confused by the barrage of signs and commodities in the market, they are very conscious of their own identities and the way they should behave.  In this context, they can still have a lot of satisfaction.  They do not have a house to fill with furniture from IKEA; however, with a good sense of imagination, a pack of IKEA candles allows them to feel connected with the affluent West.  They like their pop idols, but they know that they are in a different category of people, and they have no desire to imitate their appearance.  Finally, even though they have branded products that they like, they refrain from using them, and in department stores, they exercise their rights as consumers and happily try on merchandise from all over the world (real or hyperreal).  However, it would be inappropriate to describe them as untouched by the consumption culture that surrounds them.  Many of them say that they will buy these goods one day when they achieve the appropriate identity.  With the sudden excess of commodities/symbols in the marketplace, one could argue that the consumption culture has become dominant in China (Meng, 2003), perhaps even that a revolution has taken place (Davies, 2000).  Bryman (2004), in his work on that utopia on earth, Disneyland, contended that control is crucial to the fantasy inside the park.  By extension, the participants in this study have demonstrated that singletons are still exercising control over their lives through the use of the discipline that they have internalised from traditional institutions.  However, consumption has yet to become an institution itself; rather, it remains a means of achieving institutional values.  In this context, desire is regulated and consumption is controlled, and a greater level of personal satisfaction thus ensues. 
Management Implications
From time to time, we hear about the robustness of the market in China, with tempting figures that profile it as the most attractive market in the world (EIU, 2006).  Now that the luxury industry in China is booming (Time Magazine, Spring 2005), and the ‘Little Emperors’ in China are grown up and described as materialistic (White, 1994; Yan, 2006), there is a thirst for foreign products (Apple Daily, 28 June 2005).  All of these factors may be creating another postmodern consumption culture in China.

However, caution must be exercised to avoid a casual reading of the market situation in China.  The singletons should not be underestimated as inexperienced consumers (Rice and Lu, 1988).  They are not consumption illiterates to be taken advantage of.  Behind the new consumption culture, there are still traditional socio-cultural values at work.  It is true that the creation of meaning is not deterministic and unidirectional: consumers do not passively accept marketing communications, but may actively renegotiate the meanings subjectively and construct their own interpretations (Elliott and Eccles et al., 1993).  Meaning is located in the socio-cultural context (McCracken, 1988; Elliott, 1999).  By extension, marketers should pay close attention to the specifics of a society’s social fabric and the web of significance (Geertz, 1973).  Because of guanxi, they may buy an expensive mobile phone, and because of brotherhood they may buy the same jacket as their peers, but, conversely, if they damage the structure of their social hierarchy structure, then brands may put pressure on them.  The meanings in their consumption practices have a strong socio-cultural orientation, even though the subtleties may not be recognised on the surface of their consumption behaviour.  For example, wearing a designer T-shirt does not mean that one is brand-conscious.  In fact, some of the participants in this study did not know any brands at all.




This study is the first to attempt to further our understanding of the consumption practices of the first generation of the one-child policy in China.  However, to expand this new understanding and gain a broader perspective, there are areas worth further investigation, as outlined below.

The Use of Brands and Fashion as a Platform for Study

Brands and fashion were used as the means to understand the first cohort of the one-child policy.  Brands and fashion in different categories, for example, local and foreign fashion and brands, were examined.  Advertising and music are other categories of consumption that may be appropriate for further study, as they are important in the formation of the aesthetics of youngsters in the West.

A Longitudinal Study of the Original Participants through their Rites of Passage

The informants in this study are the first generation of the one-child policy, and, at the time of study, many of them had not had any previous work experience.  It is speculated that their consumption patterns will change as they adopt new roles and identities later in life.  A follow-up study to document these changes would be of considerable value. 
Study of another Generation





Another valuable area of investigation would be a focus on the differences and/or similarities between the sexes in the one-child policy generation, particularly as sex is a major factor in the one-child policy.  Many demographic studies have found an increasingly skewed Chinese gender ratio, which may result from female infanticide, parental refusal to register daughters, parental abandonment or lethal neglect of daughters, sex selection or some combination of these factors (Arnold and Liu, 1986; Johnson, 1996).  In this context, there may be a difference in the patterns of behaviour exhibited by boys and girls, particularly in the next generations.

Other Groups – Singletons in Less Privileged Groups
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^1	 The CITIC Center and Hang Lung are the most high-end shopping malls in Shanghai.
^2	 Jacky Chan is kung fu movie star from Hong Kong.
^3	 Zhou Enlai is a late premier – it has been said that he did a lot to save many people during the Cultural Revolution.
^4	 Sammy Cheng is a popular singer from Hong Kong
^5	 www.dragonair.com.
^6	 This is regarded as a trendy and affluent spot in Shanghai.
^7	 Yim lives in a dormitory in which an entire floor of students shares a common toilet.  Therefore, he has to walk for a while if he wants to shave.
